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School counselors are uniquely positioned within the P-12 education system to 
ensure that all students meet developmental needs in academic, career, and social-
emotional areas in order to become successful and contributing members of society. 
School counselors collaborate with other school staff and parents/caregivers to ensure 
that students finish high school and are well-equipped for the challenges of the future.  
Research has shown that students who do not graduate from high school are more 
likely to be unemployed or underemployed, more likely to rely on public assistance, and 
more likely to be incarcerated than their peers with a diploma. While dropping out of 
high school is often a lengthy process involving many factors, concerns have been raised 
about the impact of suspension on high school dropout, especially considering that male 
students, students with a disability, and students who come from poverty face 
disproportionate rates of suspension.  
Because students who experience even one suspension as early as seventh grade 
show an increased likelihood of dropping out of high school, it is important to explore 
ways that schools can effectively decrease the chance that a student will receive behavior 
 
referrals that could lead to suspension. Identifying a problem and intervening early is key 
to successfully changing behavior.  
In the sample studied, students who attended Title I schools in both 5th and 6th 
grades had disproportionately high rates of behavior referrals and discipline 
consequences. Those who had an experienced elementary counselor in 5th grade who 
was implementing a program based on the ASCA National Model, experienced 
significantly fewer minor behavior incidents, fewer major behavior incidents, fewer 
exclusionary consequences, and were significantly more likely to have detention, rather 
than exclusionary discipline, assigned as a consequence.   
These findings are important for administrators, especially those who serve Title I 
schools, and for policy makers and state education officials who establish staffing 
requirements. This study affirms the important contribution of elementary school 
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Chapter One – Introduction 
Positioning Myself in the Study   
As a high school counselor for many years, I had long believed in the value that 
counselors at middle school and elementary added to the success of students; however, 
becoming and administrator and meeting with middle school counselors regularly, I 
began to understand more specifically how elementary counselors contribute to students’ 
development in social-emotional and academic ways. It started when a middle school 
counselor commented to her peers, “You can always tell the sixth graders who had an 
elementary counselor.”  The other counselors in the room quickly agreed. When I asked 
how could they tell, they pointed to a host of perceived advantages in middle school:    
• they know how to make friends and express their feelings appropriately;   
• they know how to get along with others and make good decisions;   
• these students know that going to see the counselor is a good thing – it 
doesn’t mean you are in trouble, but if you are in trouble, your counselor 
can help make sure things turn out OK;   
• most importantly, these students know how to work things out. They know 
all about “I” messages and the difference between being assertive and 
aggressive and seeing different sides of an issue. They know the steps to 
solve problems. Students who come to sixth grade without having had an 
elementary counselor are so far behind their peers it’s like playing catch-
up.  
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These counselors’ spontaneous observations stuck with me after the meeting as I 
reflected on my own experiences. Was there really a difference or was it a matter of 
perception of the counselor? Was a counseling program in elementary school the 
difference that could help students develop the social skills needed to form positive 
relationships with peers and adults, solve conflicts, develop the ability to persist through 
challenging situations? If there truly was a difference, would it persist into high school? I 
thought about students I had worked with through the years who struggled with difficult 
situations in their lives. If they had experienced the benefits as described by these middle 
school counselors, might they have experienced more success in school as well as in their 
personal lives?    
In 2012 our district began to implement Multi-Tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) 
using the Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS) framework. The strong 
emphasis on building relationships, establishing and teaching expectations, 
acknowledging positive behaviors, and re-teaching maladaptive behavior appealed to me 
as a way to improve school climate and increase the chances that these students could be 
successful. The tiered supports provided through PBIS – prevention, intervention, 
remediation – and the use of data to design systems and make decisions about 
interventions fit well with the school counseling model developed by the American 
School Counselor Association and adopted by our state.   
At the same time our district was adopting PBIS, we began to expand our 
elementary school counseling program. The conversation with the middle school 
counselors made me think more specifically about the impact of elementary school 
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counseling programs on student outcomes, in particular those related to behavior. The 
students who I was often most concerned about during my years as a high school 
counselor were young people who had experienced frequent behavior referrals in middle 
school. If prosocial behaviors could be learned in elementary schools (a focus of 
elementary counseling programs) perhaps those students would find more success in 
school. In particular, would these young people be able to avoid the kind of discipline 
issues that lead to suspension and ultimately decrease the likelihood that they will 
graduate?     
Background  
High School Graduation and Dropout.  
Graduation from high school is more than an important milestone in the lives of 
young people in the United States:  it is a measure of success of both the student and the 
education system. Graduation from high school has become an expectation and a 
“minimum credential needed for success in the labor force.” (US Dept of Education, 
NCLB, 2008). In fact, the No Child Left Behind Act signed into law by President George 
W. Bush in 2002 set very specific benchmarks for schools to meet related to graduation 
and established uniform standards by which graduation rates are measured.   
Rates of high school graduation are calculated for schools by state and federal 
departments of education and used frequently to assess the effectiveness of a given 
district and compare one school to another. School personnel focus on increasing the 
graduation rate and Boards of Education set targets around the overall percentage of 
 4 
students who graduate and the percentage of those who graduate on time (within four 
years of beginning high school). High school graduation is an expectation – a minimum 
requirement – and it is a mark of a failed system not to graduate a large percentage of 
young people (Robinson, 2016).  
Early in the 20th Century a high school diploma was not necessary for finding 
employment that would yield a living wage. It wasn’t until the Great Depression of the 
1930s that high school enrollment and graduation rates began to increase. The 
elimination of many manufacturing jobs during that time meant that high school 
education became more important to the young men who now found themselves without 
work. As manufacturing continued to decline, rates of high school enrollment increased 
sharply, resulting in an increase in the graduation rate from approximately nine percent in 
1910 to 51 percent in 1940 (Goldin, 1998).   
Following a decline in enrollment and graduation during the years of World War 
II in the 1940s, graduation rates in the United States rose steadily in the last half of the 
20th Century (Chapman et al., 2011) and in 2016 were at an all-time high of 84% overall 
nationally with Nebraska leading the nation with 93.7% of students in the Class of 2016 
graduating on time (these students began high school as ninth graders in 2012-13). New 
Mexico had the lowest rate at 67.9% (Boynton, 2018).   
The overall “percentage of young people ages 16 through 24 who are out of 
school and who have not earned a high school diploma or alternative credential, such as a 
GED” (Chapman et al., 2011, p. 8) has declined from 14.6 percent in 1972 to 8.1 percent 
in 2009. The decline was observed in all demographic groups; however, differences 
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among groups showed variation. The dropout rate for males was higher than for females 
and students identified as Asian/Pacific Islander had the lowest overall dropout rate by 
2009 at 3.4 percent, followed by Whites at 5.2 percent, students identified as two or more 
races, 6.5 percent, Black, 9.3 percent and Hispanic 17.6 percent. The rate for students 
with an identified disability dropped by nearly half to 7.8 percent by 2009 (Chapman et 
al, 2011).   
The impact of high school graduation is most directly felt by students themselves. 
Attaining a high school diploma opens opportunities to employment, the military, and 
post-secondary education that students without a diploma struggle to access. A high 
school diploma in many ways represents a key to unlocking possibilities that impact them 
for the rest of their lives. People aged 25 and older with a high school diploma earned 
27% more annually than those without a diploma (Snyder, de Brey, & Dillow, Digest 
2018, Table E).  
Students who attain a diploma meet a minimum standard for employment in many 
fields. Students without a diploma or equivalent are typically unable to apply for many 
jobs or access higher education, frequently becoming trapped in low-wage, low-skill, 
often temporary, entry-level positions that do not require a diploma. Data from the 
National Center for Education Statistics reports that in 2017 the percentage of 18 and 19 
year-old people without a diploma who are not either employed or in school is 12.3% 
compared to 18.1% of those with a diploma. However, the percentage of young people 
aged 20-24 without a diploma who are not employed or in school rises sharply to 35.9% 
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compared to 21.2% of their peers with a diploma (Snyder, de Brey, & Dillow, 2018, 
Digest 2018, Table 501.30)   
The ripple effects of not having a diploma extend well beyond the individual to 
their family and to society in general. People without a high school diploma frequently 
find it difficult to support themselves and their families. If they are employed, the jobs 
they typically hold are low-skill occupations so they are most vulnerable to lay-offs in 
times of economic downturn. Finding and maintaining stable, secure, adequate work is 
challenging and benefits such as insurance, access to medical care, paid vacation, and 
sick leave or even the ability to save for a rainy day are frequently absent leaving these 
individuals perpetually on the brink of crisis. When those crises occur they often turn to 
family, friends and public assistance to survive (Barbadoro, 2017; Losen & Martinez, 
2013). It is estimated that increasing the rate by which males graduate from high school 
and enter college by five percent annually would result in an eight billion dollars annually 
of savings and increased revenue (DeBaun & Roc, 2013).   
Information from the National Center for Education Statistics published in 2011 
(Chapman et al., 2011) indicates that the median income of a person without a high 
school diploma was $25,000 annually while their counterpart with at least a high school 
diploma (or equivalent) earned $43,000 a year. Lifetime costs of not having a high school 
diploma were estimated to be $630,000. In addition, those who did not complete a high 
school diploma were more likely to be unemployed, have poorer health, were more likely 
to be incarcerated. The lifetime cost to society of one person who did not earn a high 
school diploma was estimated at $240,00 due to increased welfare and 
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Medicaid/Medicare costs, higher involvement in the justice system, and lower tax 
revenues (Chapman et al, 2011, p. 1).  
A study conducted for the United Ways of Texas (Alvarez et al., 2009) examined 
the economic impact of not completing high school. The analysis found that the cost of 
dropping out of high school represents hundreds of millions of dollars annually in 
increased welfare costs, lost tax revenue, justice system costs (including higher crime 
rates and costs of incarceration), not including hidden costs that are difficult to calculate. 
It is estimated that just the students in the Class of 2012 who did not complete high 
school will cost the taxpayers of Texas between $5.4 and $9.6 billion. (Alvarez et al., 
2009, p. 57)    
DeBaun and Roc (2013) note that a 2006 report found that “75% of America's 
state prison inmates, almost 59% of federal inmates, and 69% of jail inmates had not 
completed high school (p. 84).”  Princiotta and Reyna (2009), writing on behalf of the 
National Governors Association report that when young people fail to graduate from high 
school the resulting economic costs to society are substantial in terms of increased costs 
of public health care and welfare, increased rates of crime, and lost tax revenue resulting 
from lower wages. It is estimated that an increase of ten percent in the rate of graduation 
nationally would reduce murder and assault by approximately 20 percent. (Princiotta & 
Reyna, p. 9).  
All but 14% of adults in the general population have earned a high school diploma 
or equivalent yet 30% of people who are incarcerated have attained that credential. Given 
that most people who are incarcerated will eventually be released and attempt to find 
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employment, the lack of high school completion substantially impacts them and their 
communities. (Tofig, January 11, 2017).  
According to a report from the National Dropout Prevention Center there are 
multiple risk factors leading to dropout, the strongest of which are low academic 
achievement, being retained or older than other students in their grade, poor attendance, 
low socioeconomic status of the student’s family, misbehavior, being identified with a 
disability, early aggression, and instability in a student’s family (Hammond, Linton, 
Smink, & Drew, 2007).  Marchbanks III et al. (2015) noted that students who dropout are 
either “pulled out” by family circumstances or individual situations that make it difficult 
or impossible for them to attend even though they want to be in school, or they are 
“pushed out” because they struggle at school either academically or behaviorally. Both 
Hammond and Marchbanks agree that the majority of factors contributing to school 
dropout are factors that can be directly impacted by the school.  
The Advent of Zero Tolerance and the School-to-Prison Pipeline.  
The Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) of 1965 was authorized by 
President Lyndon Johnson to improve education for children in low-income families and 
establish expectations that all schools which receive federal funding must follow. No 
Child Left Behind, signed into law in 2002, was the reauthorization of ESEA and 
established harsh consequences for Title I schools - schools that receive additional federal 
funds because a high number of their students live in poverty - that did not meet strict 
accountability measures of student performance. With the ESEA reauthorization in 2015, 
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No Child Left Behind was renamed Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) which still 
promotes student achievement but allows more flexibility (Klein, November 30, 2015).   
Over the years, ESEA has been expanded to include other legislation regarding 
schools. Established in 1994 as part of ESEA, the Safe and Drug-Free Schools and 
Communities Act (SDFSCA) increased emphasis on “provid(ing) a disciplined 
environment conducive to learning by eliminating violence in and around schools and 
preventing illegal drug use” (Quinn, Osher, Hoffman, & Hanley, 1998, p. 13). Congress 
also passed The Gun Free Schools Act of 1994 which was added to ESEA and required 
states that receive federal funds to enact laws mandating the minimum 1-year expulsion 
of any student who brought a firearm to school. Zero tolerance policies for discipline 
infractions grew out of these pieces of legislation in a climate that spawned mandatory 
minimum sentences for offenders in order to create a safe learning environment (Skiba & 
Rausch, 2013). Such Zero Tolerance policies “defined as a school or district policy that 
mandates predetermined consequence/s or punishments for specific offenses” (U.S. 
Department of Education, 1998, p. 18, as cited in Hoffman, 2014, p. 71-72) came to 
include “alcohol and drug violations, physical assault and fighting, criminal damage to 
property, and committing multiple violations in the same school year” (Hoffman, 2014, p. 
72).  
   At about the same time schools were being asked to increase their graduation 
rates, they were also being asked to take a tough stand against many forms of 
misbehavior. Zero Tolerance policies which call for removing misbehaving students from 
the school environment in order to demonstrate that misbehavior would not be tolerated 
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were widely adopted by many states between “the late 1990s and early 2000s” (Rafa, 
2019, p. 4). The idea was that Zero Tolerance would make the school safer and provide a 
more productive learning environment as called for in the 1994 legislation.   
Zero tolerance policies follow in the footsteps of mandatory minimum sentences 
imposed for certain crimes that were in vogue in the 1980s and 1990s in that they do not 
take into account extenuating circumstances or the individual characteristics or needs of 
the student (Heitzig, 2009). By 1998, 94% of districts had enacted zero tolerance policies 
(Kremien et al., 2006, as cited in Simmons-Reed & Cartledge, 2014) for a wide range of 
behaviors often including minor behaviors such as talking back to an adult or not being in 
uniform at school. Media reports illuminated situations where students were being 
suspended, expelled, and in some cases held in police custody for offenses such as having 
a pocket knife used for lacrosse sticks in a gear bag, using a straw to shoot pieces of 
plastic at classmates, or keeping acne pills in a locker (St. George, 2011).  
The American Psychological Association published a report in 2008 on the 
impact of zero tolerance policies and concluded that such extreme policies have not 
improved school safety and have contributed to negative school climate. In fact, the rate 
of students who report having been involved in a physical fight in the last year remained 
steady at just under 20% from 1993-2003 (American Psychological Association Zero 
Tolerance Task Force, 2008). Zero Tolerance policies did increase suspensions and 
expanded the use of exclusionary discipline.  
Between 1999 and 2007 the Institute of Education Sciences of the National Center 
for Education Statistics noted that rates of suspension and expulsion increased for black 
 11 
and Hispanic students while decreasing for white students before declining for all ethnic 
groups in 2012 (Snyder, De Brey, & Dillow, Table 233.20). Out-of-school suspension 
rates overall have nearly doubled since 1973 for all students and for Black students the 
rate is nearly triple (Kim, Losen, & Hewett, 2010). “In some school districts, these 
increases have been dramatic. In Chicago, Illinois after the implementation of zero 
tolerance policies in 1995, the number of expulsions rose from 81 to 1,000 three years 
later (Skiba, 2013, p. 382).”  
According to the American Bar Association (Tyner, 2017) one effect of the 
increased use of exclusionary discipline and zero tolerance policies is the development of 
“the school-to-prison pipeline.”    
The school-to-prison pipeline (STPP) is a construct used to describe policies and 
practices, especially with respect to school discipline, in the public schools and 
juvenile justice system that decrease the probability of school success for children 
and youth, and increase the probability of negative life outcomes, particularly 
through involvement in the juvenile justice system (Skiba, Arredondo, & 
Williams, 2014, p. 546).   
            Skiba et al. (2014) and Shollenberger (2015) confirm that suspensions and 
expulsions, in and of themselves, contribute to school disengagement, dropout, and 
involvement in the juvenile justice system. Exclusionary discipline is not applied 
equitably to all demographic groups:  Students who experience the most significant 
impact from exclusionary discipline are students of color, male students, and students 
with disabilities. Most likely the school-to-prison pipeline can be viewed as a set of 
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circumstances that may begin with suspension or expulsion for misbehavior that leads to 
lower achievement, school disengagement, and involvement with the justice system.   
Students typically make the decision to withdraw based on a lack of academic 
success, behavior that causes problems, or a disinterest in school in general. Students who 
dropout of high school usually experience a lengthy disengagement process and return to 
school many times before deciding to permanently withdraw. This pattern presents 
opportunities for school personnel to intervene.   
For anyone determined to lower drop-out rates, improve academic performance, 
and decrease the number of children involved in the juvenile justice system, this 
report makes a compelling case that those efforts should include strategies to 
change student behaviors that can reduce the use of suspensions and expulsions. 
(Fabelo et al., 2011, p. 85)  
This research calls to mind my conversation with middle school counselors who 
said that the students who had experienced an elementary school counselor came to 
middle school with clear advantages that other students didn’t have. As educational 
professionals we benefit our students by implementing strategies that help ensure more of 
them develop the tools needed for success so that they are empowered to complete high 
school.   
School Counseling and the ASCA National Model.  
School counselors have long existed in schools in the United States; however, the 
development of the American School Counselor Association (ASCA) National Model for 
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school counseling, first published in 2003, has helped to provide definition to the 
profession and promote a common understanding of the role and contributions of school 
counselors to student success. The ASCA National Model provides a framework for 
school counselors to work with the developmental needs of all students in academic, 
career, and social-emotional domains and almost all 50 states have adopted the ASCA 
model itself or a similar model of comprehensive school counseling (Dahir & Stone, 
2007; Martin, Carey, & DeCoster, 2009; Studer, Oberman, & Womack, 2006).   
School counseling programs that implement the ASCA National Model in an 
exemplary manner may apply for RAMP (Recognized ASCA Model Program) 
designation. Applications are peer-reviewed by trained members of the American School 
Counselor Association and programs are awarded RAMP status if they meet criteria set 
forth by the association. School counselors implementing a comprehensive school 
counseling program, such as the ASCA National Model, align their counseling programs 
with their school improvement goals regarding achievement, attendance, and behavior 
and provide lessons in classrooms as well as individually and in small groups to meet the 
developmental needs of all students. With data from the school profile, counselors 
identify needs and gaps in learning and design interventions targeted toward closing those 
gaps (Bemak, Williams & Chung, 2014).   
Studies have demonstrated improved outcomes for students in schools where 
school counselors have implemented a comprehensive school counseling program 
(Carey, Harrington, Martin, & Hoffman, 2012; Carey, Harrington, Martin, & Stevenson, 
2012; Dimmitt & Wilkerson, 2012; Lapan, Gysbers, & Petroski, 2001; Lapan, Gysbers, 
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Stanley, & Pierce, 2012; Whiston et al, 2011). These studies identified outcomes such as 
high school graduation, attendance, achievement as measured by grades or standardized 
tests, participation in college-admissions testing, discipline incidents as well as students’ 
perceptions of safety at school and their ability to get along with others, including 
teachers.   
Though the majority of studies related to student outcomes have focused on high 
schools some studies have demonstrated the positive impact of school counselors on 
achievement, attendance, and behavior at the elementary level (Sink & Stroh, 
2003; Reback, 2010; Carrell & Hoekstra, 2014; Ward, 2010). Studies indicate that 
students who attend elementary schools with highly effective (RAMP-designated 
counseling programs) demonstrate higher levels of achievement and rates of attendance 
than did their peers who attended non-RAMP schools (Wilkerson, Persusse, & Hughes, 
2013; Ward, 2010). There is a need for additional study to determine the impact of school 
counseling programs at all levels (Trusty, Mellin, & Herbert, 2008; Whiston, Tai, 
Rahardja, & Eder, 2011).  
Statement of the Problem  
Office Discipline Referrals (ODRs) in elementary school have been linked to 
problem behaviors in middle and high school (Tobin & Sugai, 1999; Pas, Bradshaw, & 
Mitchell, 2011) and one suspension in 6th grade is associated with additional suspensions 
in 7th and 8th grades (Massar, McIntosh, & Eliason, 2015). Student discipline referrals as 
early as middle school contribute to a decreased likelihood that a student will graduate 
from high school. (Raffaele Mendez, 2006; Fabelo, Thompson, Plotkin, Carmichael, 
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Marchbanks, & Booth, 2011; Rosenbaum, 2018)   School counselors in elementary 
schools have been shown to positively influence student academic and behavior 
outcomes (Carrell & Hoekstra, 2014; Reback, 2010) and lower student-counselor ratios 
decrease the incidence of disciplinary issues in elementary schools yet certified 
elementary school counselors are not required.  
The impact on middle school disciplinary issues as a result of a student having an 
elementary counselor has not been explored in the literature. As school administrators 
make decisions and adopt policies and programs intended to foster positive school 
climate and decrease behavior issues at school, one factor that could potentially lead to 
improved student behavior and reduce school discipline referrals in upper grades is the 
implementation of an elementary school counseling program. Altering the trajectory of 
student misbehavior in elementary school through the implementation of school 
counseling programs may reduce school discipline issues that lead to school suspension 
which in turn lead to high school dropout, an issue with serious implications for both the 
individual and society in general.   
Purpose Statement  
The purpose of this study is to determine if a relationship exists between the 
discipline issues a student experiences in 6th grade and whether the student had a 
certified elementary school counselor in 5th grade who was providing a comprehensive 
school counseling program. If a statistically significant relationship is found, additional 
questions about that relationship will be explored to determine if significance remains 
while controlling for the variables of gender, ethnicity, disability, socioeconomic status of 
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the student’s family, participating in the English Language Learner program, and being 
over-age for grade. These variables are all found in the literature related to discipline 
consequences, especially suspensions (Camacho, 2016; Dashielle, 2016; Anyon et al., 
2018; Herron-Rodgers, 2016; Arcia, 2007; Balfanz, Byrnes & Horning Fox, 2015; Butler 
et al., 2012; Rocque, 2010; Skiba et al., 2002; Townsend, 2000; Mendez et al., 2002).  
Conceptual/Theoretical Framework  
The conceptual framework of this study relies on the work of Albert Bandura’s 
Social Cognitive Theory which proposes that “human functioning is rooted in social 
systems.” (Bandura, 2011, p. 349). Behavior is learned not simply through the direct 
experiences one has but also through the behavior they observe in others. Individuals 
respond to and create their environment and can learn both positive and negative 
behaviors from those around them. This theory lends support to the idea that it is possible 
to alter the social climate of a school through modeling and teaching of prosocial 
behavior.  
Research Questions  
The research questions that this study seeks to answer are:    
Primary Research Question - PRQ1:  What impact, if any, does attending a school 
with a certified elementary school counselor who was providing a comprehensive school 
counseling program based on the ASCA National Model in 5th grade (final year in 
elementary school) have on the number of behavior referrals (minor and major) that a 
student receives in 6th grade (first year of middle school)?  
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Primary Research Question 2 - PRQ2:  What impact, if any, does attending a 
school with a certified elementary school counselor who was providing a comprehensive 
school counseling program based on the ASCA National Model in 5th grade (final year in 
elementary school) have on the type of discipline consequence (detention, one day/class 
removal, in-school suspension, out-of-school suspension, reassignment, or expulsion) that 
a student receives following a discipline referral in 6th grade (first year of middle 
school)?  
After the primary research questions have been answered, secondary questions 
that will be analyzed are:  
Secondary Research Question 1 - SRQ1:  After controlling for gender, what 
impact, if any, does attending a school with a certified elementary school counselor who 
was providing a comprehensive school counseling program based on the ASCA National 
Model in 5th grade have on the number of discipline referrals (overall, major, and minor) 
and discipline consequences that a student receives in 6th grade?  
Secondary Research Question 2 - SRQ2:  After controlling for ethnicity, what 
impact, if any, does attending a school with a certified elementary school counselor who 
was providing a comprehensive school counseling program based on the ASCA National 
Model in 5th grade have on the number of discipline referrals (overall, major, and minor) 
and discipline consequences that a student receives in 6th grade?  
Secondary Research Question 3 - SRQ3:  After controlling for disability, what 
impact, if any, does attending a school with a certified elementary school counselor who 
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was providing a comprehensive school counseling program based on the ASCA National 
Model in 5th grade have on the number of discipline referrals (overall, major, and minor) 
and discipline consequences that a student receives in 6th grade?  
Secondary Research Question 4 - SRQ4:  After controlling for socioeconomic 
status of the student’s family, what impact, if any, does attending a school with a certified 
elementary school counselor who was providing a comprehensive school counseling 
program based on the ASCA National Model in 5th grade have on the number of 
discipline referrals (overall, major, and minor) and discipline consequences that a student 
receives in 6th grade?  
Secondary Research Question 5 - SRQ5:  After controlling for participation in 
English Language Learner program, what impact, if any, does attending a school with a 
certified elementary school counselor who was providing a comprehensive school 
counseling program based on the ASCA National Model in 5th grade have on the number 
of discipline referrals (overall, major, and minor) and discipline consequences that a 
student receives in 6th grade?  
Secondary Research Question 6 - SRQ6:  After controlling for over-age for grade, 
what impact, if any, does attending a school with a certified elementary school counselor 
who was providing a comprehensive school counseling program based on the ASCA 
National Model in 5th grade have on the number of discipline referrals (overall, major, 
and minor) and discipline consequences that a student receives in 6th grade?  
Definitions of Terms  
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Behavior outcomes: Incidents of misbehavior or violations of the school’s Student 
Code of Conduct that are counted and reported (e.g. rates of suspension, discipline 
referrals). A school’s Student Code of Conduct and schoolwide expectations define the 
positive behaviors expected of students so behavior outcomes refer to misbehavior.   
Behavior referral: See discipline referral.  
Certified elementary school counselor: A professional who holds a certificate 
from the state Department of Education to perform the duties of an elementary school 
counselor. This varies by state but generally includes that the person holds, or has 
completed most of the requirements for, a master’s degree in school counseling.  
Comprehensive school counseling program: A program of activities, primarily 
preventive in nature, led by a certified school counselor that addresses the developmental 
needs of students in academic, career, and social-emotional domains in order to ensure all 
students achieve learning and behavior outcomes. Comprehensive school counseling 
programs are characterized by the use of school data to address targeted needs and 
evaluate progress. The ASCA National Model is the most common example of a 
comprehensive school counseling program. (Carey & Dimmitt, 2012)  
Detention: A discipline consequence in which the student is assigned to specific 
supervised location during a time when the student would otherwise be free to choose 
where to be or would be free to leave the school. Examples include lunch detention and 
after-school detention.  
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Discipline consequence: The action taken by a classroom teacher or school 
administrator in response to a discipline referral. This could range from talking with the 
student and/or parent to expulsion (see also exclusionary discipline).  
Discipline referral: An incident report completed by a school official related to a 
student’s disruptive or inappropriate behavior. These referrals are classified as “major” or 
“minor” referrals and may also be referred to as behavior referrals.  
Discretionary discipline: Violations of the Student Code of Conduct which do not 
require an administrator to impose a specific consequence.  
Disproportionality:  When an event impacts a demographic group at a rate not 
proportionate to their representation in the population. For example, “Black students 
represent 16% of the student population, but 32-42% of students suspended or expelled. 
In comparison, white students also represent a similar range of between 31-40% of 
students suspended or expelled, but they are 51% of the student population (US 
Department of Education Office for Civil Rights, March 2014, p. 2).”  
Elementary school counselor: A school counselor serving students in grades K-5 
in elementary schools.   
Elementary school counseling program: A set of planned lessons and activities 
that are developmentally appropriate and delivered to all students in an elementary 
school. Components of the program are delivered in large groups (classrooms), small 
group activities, and individual student planning sessions based on student needs. The 
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ASCA National Model provides a framework for implementing a comprehensive school 
counseling program (see also “Comprehensive school counseling program”).   
Exclusionary discipline/exclusionary consequence: A discipline consequence that 
removes the student from the learning environment. Specifically, out-of-school 
suspension or expulsion but in-school suspension and referral to an alternate learning 
environment also removes students from the classroom and will be considered 
exclusionary for the purposes of this research (Arcia, 2007).   
Expulsion: “Actions taken by a local education agency that result in the removal 
of a student from his or her regular school for disciplinary purposes, with or without the 
continuation of educational services, for the remainder of the school year or longer in 
accordance with local education agency policy. Expulsions also include removals 
resulting from violations of the Gun Free Schools Act that are modified to less than 365 
days” (Snyder, De Brey, & Dillow, 2019, Table 233.40).  
Mandatory discipline:  violations of the Student Code of Conduct which are very 
serious and by statute require expulsion. The primary examples of mandatory discipline 
are cases involving firearms on school grounds but other weapons may also be included. 
In Nebraska the superintendent and/or Board of Education may modify the consequence 
of expulsion after it has been imposed. (See for example, Nebraska Revised Statutes, 79-
263.)  
Major behavior referral:  A behavior incident serious enough that intervention by 
an administrator is needed because the resulting consequence could be suspension or 
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expulsion, and possibly referral to law enforcement. Examples include physical fights, 
bullying, possession of weapons/explosives.  
Minor behavior referral:  A behavior incident that is typically managed by a 
classroom teacher and is not likely to be referred to an administrator. If an administrator 
is involved, the infraction is not likely to lead to an exclusionary consequence. For the 
purpose of this study minor behaviors include disrespect, disruption, use of inappropriate 
language, lack of cooperation, minor physical contact or aggression, property misuse, and 
technology violation. There is also an option for “other” that is included.  
One day/class removal: A discipline consequence that requires the student to be 
out of the class or classes for one day or a partial day. It may include the student spending 
a class period in the administrator’s office or going home with a parent for the remainder 
of a school day following an incident.   
Over-age for grade: A student who was born before July 31 of 2005 for Cohort 
#1 (Class of 2024) and before July 31, 2006 for Cohort #2 (Class of 2025). According to 
their birthdate these students were eligible to start kindergarten a year earlier than others 
in their grade. It is possible that they did start kindergarten “on-time” and were retained 
in a grade or perhaps they were not considered “ready” to start kindergarten and did not 
start until the following year. Being over-age for grade is a factor in suspension 
(Hammond et al., 2007).  
Reassignment: A discipline consequence that requires the student to attend a 
different school in the district, possibly a school with specialized behavioral supports.   
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School counselor: A person who holds at least provisional certification as a school 
counselor through the State Department of Education. This person has a bachelor’s 
degree (often in education) and has completed at least half of the requirements toward a 
master’s degree that leads to full endorsement as a school counselor. School counselors 
serve at elementary, middle and high school levels.  
Schoolwide expectations: Positively stated behaviors that schools adopt and teach 
students about how to conduct themselves. They are part of the Positive Behavior 
Interventions and Supports (PBIS) framework and typically begin with “Be Safe, Be 
Respectful, Be Responsible.”  
Student Code of Conduct: Expectations for student behavior that are part of the 
Board of Education policies. Violations of the Code result in discipline referrals that 
reference specific sections of the Code.   
Suspension (In School): “Instances in which a child is temporarily removed from 
his or her regular classroom(s) for at least half a day but remains under the direct 
supervision of school personnel. Direct supervision means school personnel are 
physically in the same location as students under their supervision.”  
Suspension (Out of School): “An instance in which a student is temporarily 
removed from his or her regular school for disciplinary purposes for at least half a day 
(but less than the remainder of the school year) to another setting (e.g., home or behavior 
center)” (Snyder, De Brey, & Dillow, 2019, Table 233.40).  
Assumptions  
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There are a number of assumptions on which this study is based including:  
1. The data on which this study is based accurately reflects the student’s gender, 
ethnicity, disability, age, and socioeconomic status of the family.  
2. The implementation of Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports is relatively 
uniform across the district.  
3. The patterns of determining and recording major and minor discipline incidents 
are relatively uniform in each middle school, and where variation occurs, the 
difference is not based on which elementary school the student attended.  
4. Teachers or administrators do not consider whether the 6th grade student had a 
certified elementary school counselor who was providing a comprehensive school 
counseling program based on the ASCA National Model in 5th grade when 
making behavior referrals.  
5. Administrators do not consider whether the 6th grade student had a certified 
elementary school counselor who was providing a comprehensive school 
counseling program based on the ASCA National Model in 5th grade when 
assigning discipline consequences.  
Delimitations of the Study  
The purpose of this study is to determine the impact of elementary school 
counseling programs on student behavior outcomes in middle school. The study will be 
conducted in a large suburban district in a midwestern state which has a combination of 
elementary schools with and without school counselors. The population for this project is 
students who attended all of 5th and 6th grades in the study district. The sample for the 
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study is divided into two cohorts of students who were enrolled during their entire 5th 
and 6th grade years in the study district. Cohort #1 is comprised of students who were in 
5th grade during the 2016-17 school year and in 6th grade during the 2017-18 school 
year. Cohort #2 is made up of students who were in 5th grade during the 2017-18 school 
year and in 6th grade during the 2018-19 school year. Only students who attended district 
schools for their entire 5th and 6th grade years are eligible for inclusion. While the results 
of this study may have implications for other districts, generalizing the results of this 
study to students in other grades or districts would not be appropriate.  
Limitations  
This study is an ex post facto study using deidentified data from students who 
were enrolled in 5th and 6th grades in the study district during the 2016-17 through 2018-
19 school years. Limitations of the study include the following:  
1. The principal investigator is a former high school counselor and is currently an 
administrator in the central office of the district from which the sample is drawn. 
Because of her relationship to counselors and administrators in the district, many 
of whom have expressed their opinions of the value they place on elementary 
counselors, it is possible that the principal investigator may possess confirmation 
bias. Confirmation bias as defined by Nickerson (1998) is “unwitting selectivity 
in the acquisition and use of evidence (Nickerson, 1998, p. 175).”  This study is 
designed as a quantitative study of behavior data rather than a qualitative study as 
one structural consideration for addressing and mitigating the potential effect of 
confirmation bias.   
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2. Development of a data set of behavior relies on administrators and others who 
respond to misbehavior and record discipline referrals rating and reporting data 
without regard to where the student attended 5th grade. If a middle school 
administrator or teacher was biased toward students who attended a certain 
elementary school, it could influence the way in which the student’s behavior is 
categorized and the consequence the student received as a result of the referral.   
3. Students may receive discipline referrals based on a variety of factors too 
numerous to include in this study. The factors selected for inclusion in this study 
are those found most frequently in the literature.  
4. Variations among schools within a district exist which may influence the results. 
For example, it is possible that even though PBIS has been implemented across 
the district, differences in fidelity of implementation among both teachers and 
schools could impact the number of discipline referrals and the type of discipline 
consequences a student received.  
5. School counselors, like teachers and administrators, vary in their skills and 
abilities. Though the experience level of the school counselors and degree of 
program implementation can be accounted for to some degree, variation still 
exists.   
6. Correlational studies by their nature do not imply causality. If significant 
differences are found, it will not be possible to conclude that it is caused by an 
elementary school counselor.  
Significance of the Study  
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Administrators seek methods to ensure that all students are able to learn 
effectively in order to achieve desired outcomes such as high school graduation (Balfanz, 
Byrnes, & Fox, 2015). Administrators also seek ways to lead their staff to engage 
students in the learning process and minimize disruptions to learning. Determining the 
impact of a certified elementary school counselor who provides a comprehensive school 
counseling program based on the ASCA National Model on behavioral outcomes in 
middle school could provide useful information to administrators as they work to 
maximize staffing decisions. Previous research has demonstrated the efficacy of 
additional elementary counselors at the elementary level; (Carrell & Hoekstra, 2014; 
Reback, 2010; Carrell & Carrell, 2006) however, the researcher’s review of the current 
literature yielded no examples of whether the behavior changes observed in elementary 
schools that employ school counselors persist into middle school.  
The district from which this study is drawn has 39 elementary schools and during 
the years of the study fewer than half of them had an elementary counselor. When 
students enter one of the district’s twelve middle schools as 6th graders, they are in 
schools that all have school counselors; however, each middle school has a combination 
of students who did and did not attend 5th grade in an elementary school with a certified 
elementary school counselor. This situation helps to isolate the impact of an elementary 
counseling program from other variables that might contribute to differences in students’ 
behavior in 6th grade.     
Many years ago, when the group of middle school counselors delineated the ways 
in which they believed students were different because of having had a certified 
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elementary counselor, I became interested in exploring that question using data. As a 
district administrator I have had numerous conversations with elementary principals who 
are considering hiring a school counselor. However, when it comes to determining 
whether to add a reading coach, a math coach, a behavior specialist, or a school counselor 
the principals need data that can help them make a decision about the best use of their 
limited resources. Because the study considers the impact of elementary school 
counseling programs on behavior outcomes beyond elementary school, it is likely that the 
results will have implications for secondary principals and district administrators as 
well.   
This study has been reviewed by the Institutional Review Board at the University 
of Nebraska-Lincoln (Project # 19424), categorized as “Not Human Subjects” research, 
and is therefore exempt from oversight from the IRB. A file with deidentified student 
data will be provided to the researcher under the terms of the Data Use and Transfer 
Agreement with the study district.  
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Chapter Two – Review of Literature  
    The purpose of this study is to examine the impact of elementary school counseling 
programs on students’ behavior referrals in the first year of middle school. The premise 
of the study is that preventing school dropout is an important educational outcome. One 
of the factors contributing to school dropout is suspension (exclusionary discipline) 
which is a consequence imposed by administrators as a result of student misbehavior 
(behavior referrals). Literature related to the factors influencing dropout will be reviewed 
first, followed by the connections between dropout, misbehavior and suspension, and 
characteristics of students who experience suspension. Finally, literature regarding the 
role and impact of school counseling programs on student behavior is reviewed to 
explore the potential link between an elementary school counseling program and 
improved student behavior. The following topics will be discussed:  
1. Factors Influencing Dropout  
2. Impact of Suspension on Dropout  
3. Misbehavior, Behavior Referrals, and Suspension  
4. Disproportionality in Suspension  
5. Alternatives to Suspension  
6. The Profession of School Counseling and the Role of the School Counselor   
7. Contribution of Counseling Programs to Student Outcomes  
8. Elementary School Counseling and Behavior Outcomes  
9. Summary of Review of Literature  
Factors Influencing Dropout  
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McFarland, Cui, Rathbun, and Holmes (2018) indicate that dropout rates overall 
have been declining for the last several years both in terms of event dropout (where a 
student leaves school between the beginning of one school year and the start of the next) 
and status dropout (the percentage of students who are between the ages of 16 and 24 
who have not earned a high school diploma or equivalent, such as a GED). Event dropout 
rates tend to be lower than status dropout rates because students may drop out one year 
and return to school the next. Status dropout rates are a reflection of the percentage of 
young people who dropped out of school and also includes young people who may not 
have ever attended school in the United States (McFarland et al., 2018, p. 20).   
Though dropout rates are now at an all-time low at 5.8% overall in 2016 
(McFarland et al., 2018, p. 20), significant variation exists among and within 
demographic groups, in particular gender, family income, disability, and race/ethnicity. 
The highest rates of high school dropout are observed for males, students who come from 
families whose income falls in the lowest quartile, students with an identified disability, 
and students who identify as American Indian/Alaska Native, Hispanic, Pacific Islander, 
or Black, and students who were not born in the United States. Dropout rates are lowest 
for students who are White, Asian, or identify as Two or More Races (McFarland et al., 
2018, p. 22) though it should be noted that within the major racial/ethnic categories wide 
variation exists among cultural groups. For example, though Asian students overall have 
the lowest rates of dropout, Burmese students drop out at rates far above other 
racial/ethnic groups.   
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Identifying the factors involved in dropout has been a focus of substantial 
research in the past thirty years. While there is broad agreement that dropout is typically a 
process over time rather than a single event, studies attempt to pinpoint the antecedents of 
dropout in order to design effective interventions (Lehr, Johnson, Bremer, Cosio, & 
Thompson, 2004, Hammond, Linton, Smink, & Drew, 2007, Rumberger & Lim, 2008, 
Fabelo et al. 2011, Balfanz, Byrnes, & Fox, 2015).   
Two reviews of those studies emerged in 2007 and 2008, one written by 
Hammond, Linton, Smink, and Drew (2007) for the National Dropout Prevention Center 
which analyzed 21 studies of risk factors leading to dropout and the other by Rumberger 
and Lim (2008) which analyzed the results of 203 studies that were published in peer-
reviewed journals between 1983 and 2008. Rumberger and Lim chose to focus their 
analysis on only those studies in which multivariate statistical analyses were used. Both 
of these reports categorize the factors impacting dropout into individual, school, family, 
and community influences.   
Individual Student Factors.  
Rumberger and Lim (2008) further subdivide individual student factors into four 
categories:  “(1) educational performance, (2) behaviors, (3) attitudes, and (4) 
background” (Rumberger & Lim, 2008, p. 18).   
Educational Performance. Educational performance encompasses achievement 
in terms of grades and test scores, making progress toward a diploma, and maintaining 
enrollment in school even when moving among schools (mobility). Low achievement, 
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having low skills, and placement in remedial classes as early as first grade was found to 
be positively correlated to dropout (Alexander, Entwisle, & Horsey, 1997) as was math 
achievement in 8th grade (Ingles, Curtin, Kaufman, Alt, Chen, & Owings, 2002). 
Students who frequently change schools were also more likely to drop out (Lehr, 
Johnson, Bremer, Cosio, & Thompson, 2004) and Kaufman and Bradbury (1992) note 
that students who changed schools even once before 8th grade were more likely to drop 
out, even if they were high-achievers.  
Behaviors. Behaviors include the student’s level of engagement in school, 
attendance, the extent to which the student exhibits delinquent behavior, peer group 
associations, and employment during school. Behavior difficulties even early in 
elementary school were predictive of dropout (Lehr, et al., 2004; Alexander, Entwisle, & 
Horsey, 1997; Ensminger & Slusarick, 1992) and a longitudinal study by Jimerson, 
Egeland, Stoufe, and Carlson (2000) found that the best predictor of eventual dropout 
was the student exhibiting behavior problems in 6th grade (Jimerson et al., 2000, p. 
543).   
Student misbehavior later in middle school and in high school continued to be an 
important factor in dropout. Students who were referred to the office for misbehavior one 
or two times as 8th graders were three and one-half times more likely to drop out and 
having more than two office referrals predicted a six times greater likelihood of dropout. 
(Hammond et al., 2007, p. 28-29).    
The impact of problem behavior may also be considered in terms of involvement 
with the justice system. The largest discrepancy in the rates of dropout is seen between 
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young people who are institutionalized and those who are not. Young people who are 
institutionalized (residing in correctional facilities or nursing/health care settings) have a 
status dropout rate of 33.7% compared to a rate of 5.5% for non-institutionalized youth. 
(McFarland et al., 2018, p. 20).   
Attitudes. Attitudes reference psychological factors such as goals and 
expectations that students have for themselves. Alexander, Entwisle, and Horsey (1997) 
found that students who in first grade doubted their abilities as learners were more likely 
to dropout than their more confident peers.   
Background Characteristics. Background characteristics of the student as cited 
above (gender, ethnicity, and disability status) are associated with higher rates of dropout 
(McFarland, et al., 2018). Besides these demographic characteristics, students’ previous 
school performance including participation in educational programming outside of the 
regular school day or year (such as summer school, pre-school, or after-school programs) 
and being overage for their grade/having been retained contribute to dropout (Alexander, 
Entwisle, and Horsey, 1997; Hammond, et al., 2007).   
As mentioned, students who have been diagnosed with a disability are at 
increased risk of dropout. Among students with an identified disability, those with an 
emotional or learning disability are more likely to experience dropout (Hammond et al, 
2007; Ingrum, 2006).   
The individual student factors interact considerably with each other and with the 
institutional factors of family, school, and community to impact dropout (Rumberger & 
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Lim, 2008; Hammond et al., 2007). Many individual student characteristics, such as 
belonging to a certain demographic group, can be considered “status” factors - 
characteristics that a student brings with him or her into school that are impossible or 
difficult to change. Factors that are more likely to be impacted by the actions of others, 
such as school personnel, may be referred to as “alterable” factors. The majority of 
students who dropout possess a combination of status and alterable factors (Lehr, 
Johnson, Bremer, Cosio, & Thompson, 2004).   
Family. Family factors that impact dropout include the resources, including 
income, available to the family. Multiple studies show that students from families in 
poverty are more likely to experience dropout (McFarland, et. al, 2018; Lehr, et al., 2004; 
Jimerson, et al., 2002). Jimerson et al. conclude that patterns of caregiving and behavior 
develop early and contribute to later events that eventually lead to dropout. They suggest 
that early childhood experiences prior to entering school and in elementary school are 
critical components to understanding and intervening in dropout (Jimerson et al., 2000, p. 
543). Single-parent families, divorce, step-families, death of a caregiver, are all examples 
of potential disruption that impact education (Rumberger & Lim, 2008). Lehr, Johnson, 
Bremer, Cosio, and Thompson (2004) found that students most likely to dropout were 
those who come from single-parent families, families in which parents are unemployed, 
and families in which parents are permissive or do not provide support for learning (Lehr 
et al., 2004, p. 12-13).  
School. The make-up of the school in terms of demographics, resources available, 
and management practices. Students who drop out tend to have attended schools which 
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have few academic supports, frequently employ exclusionary discipline, and do not have 
positive school climate (Lehr, et al., 2004, p. 12-13).  
Community. The demographics of the community and the quality of the 
neighborhood (Entwisle, et al., 2005) also impact dropout with some studies indicating 
that students who attend large schools, urban schools, or schools in the southern and 
western United States have a higher likelihood of dropping out (Lehr, et al., 2004).   
Push/Pull. Individual student, family, school, and community factors generally 
interact to cause a student to leave school prior to graduation, and based on those factors 
individuals might be said to be either “pulled” out or “pushed” out. Students who are 
“pulled” out of school choose to leave due to individual or family circumstances (such as 
needing to work to support their family) that are unrelated to the school environment.   
Students who are “pushed” out of school are those who have difficulty getting 
along with peers and teachers, experience academic difficulty, feel unsafe, feel that they 
don’t belong, and who often experience exclusionary discipline consequences (Boyland 
& Renzulli, 2017, p. 52; Marchbanks et al., 2015, p. 60). Students who are “pushed” out 
of school generally have either struggled to succeed academically or have experienced 
“behavioral reactions to the school environment (misbehavior in school or a 
demonstrated aversion to attending school)”  (Balfanz, Herzog, & Mac Iver 2007, p. 
225).   
Over half of the students studied by Boyland and Renzulli identified that “push” 
factors were the primary contributors to them dropping out, while less than one quarter 
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indicated that “pull” factors were behind their decision. A smaller percentage of students 
indicated that an equal number of push and pull factors were behind their decision to drop 
out (Boyland & Renzulli, 2017, p. 56).   
Summary of Factors Influencing Dropout.  
Dropping out is generally seen as a process rather than as the result of a single 
event. Multiple studies, including longitudinal studies (Jimerson et al., 2000; Alexander 
et al., 1997), over the past thirty years that “tracked groups of students from preschool or 
early elementary school through the end of high school were able to identify early 
indicators that could significantly predict whether students were likely to drop out or 
finish high school. The two most consistent indicators were early academic performance 
and students’ academic and social behaviors (Rumberger & Lim, 2008, p. 67).”  
Hammond et al. note additional significant factors present as early as elementary school 
include poor attendance, being overage for grade, and low socioeconomic status of the 
family. Jimerson, Egeland, Sroufe, and Carlson (2000) found that problem behaviors in 
sixth grade as well as experiences with caregivers prior to elementary school were 
predictors of high school dropout (Jimerson et al., 2000, p. 543).  
The challenge of predicting who might drop out and designing effective programs 
to prevent dropout is difficult because the interconnectedness of the factors make it 
problematic to determine causality (Rumberger & Lim, 2008, p. 66; Hammond et al., 
2007, p. 21). Factors related to the student and his or her family have an impact prior to 
the student starting school and those effects continue as the student progresses through 
elementary, middle, and high school. These individual student factors (or status factors) 
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tend to be less malleable than other factors that are related to the school setting but 
contribute to and likely confound the impact of behavior difficulties and achievement. 
Though many individual student factors impact decisions to leave school, Hammond et 
al. (2007, p. 43) estimate that three-quarters of the factors are alterable by changing 
practices and policies at the school level. The prevalence of behavior difficulties that 
students experience as early as elementary school has been established a factor in dropout 
and early intervention in pre-school and elementary is indicated (Rumberger & Lim 
2008, p. 67).  
Impact of Suspension on Dropout  
“Suspension is delivered to punish an already-committed inappropriate act or 
misbehavior” (Raffaele Mendez, 2003, p. 30) and is used for major as well as minor 
behavioral violations of student codes of conduct. In fact, the majority of suspensions out 
of school tend to be for insubordination or disruptive behavior in the classroom rather 
than for violent acts (Raffaele Mendez 2003, p. 32). Rodriguez Ruiz (2017) notes that 
nearly all suspensions - 95 percent - imposed in schools today are for minor disruptions 
(Rodriguez Ruiz, 2017, p. 810). Dinkes, Kemp, and Baum (2009), writing in the 
Indicators of School Crime and Safety report from the National Center for Education 
Statistics, note that the majority of incidents of exclusionary discipline imposed by 
schools during the 2007-08 school year were for insubordination (Dinkes, Kemp, & 
Baum, 2009, p. 64). It is interesting to note that it is not possible to compare results from 
the latest “questionnaires (for the Indicators of School Crime and Safety reports because 
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the recent surveys) did not include an item on insubordination (Musu, Zhang, Wang, 
Zhang, & Oudekerk, 2019, p. 107)”.   
The impact of experiencing suspension as a discipline consequence of 
misbehavior can have long-lasting effects on education. Rosenbaum (2018) conducted a 
longitudinal study of young adults who were in 8th grade to 12th grade during the 1994-
95 school year. Twelve years after the participants were identified, the study showed that 
being suspended once decreased the likelihood of a student graduating from high school 
by 6% and the chance of them earning a bachelor’s degree by 24% compared to their 
similar peers who had not been suspended. These students were also 30% more likely to 
have been arrested once and 51% more likely to have been arrested more than once. In 
addition, the study showed that overall one suspension predicts additional suspensions.  
Rumberger and Losen (2017) performed a quantitative analysis of data regarding 
suspensions and expulsions from the United States as a whole as well as from Florida and 
California in order to separate the impact of suspension on dropout from other causes 
such as low achievement and poor attendance. Results of the multiple regression analysis 
of the U. S. data show that after controlling for variables described, students suspended 
(either in-school or out-of-school) during the first semester of tenth grade had an 
estimated graduation rate of 68% while their non-suspended peers had a rate of 80%. 
Students who are suspended are likely to face other barriers to graduation; however, 
suspension alone represents a 12% decreased likelihood of graduating. (Rumberger & 
Losen 2017, p. 16).   
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Balfanz, Byrnes, and Fox (2015) examined data from Florida about students who 
were in 9th grade during the 2000-01 school year and found that the chances of 
graduating decreased from 75% for students who had never been suspended to 52% for 
those who were suspended just once (p. 7)  The effect of each additional suspension was 
a decrease of 20% in a student’s likelihood of graduating (p. 9). Suspension is “not a 
threat only for those students who are repeat or habitual offenders, but also for those 
students who are otherwise well behaved but receive even one isolated suspension” 
(Balfanz, Byrnes, and Fox, 2015, p. 7).   
Balfanz, Herzog, and Mac Iver (2007) conducted a longitudinal analysis of almost 
13,000 students who were in 6th grade in Philadelphia in 1996-07. The study examined 
their outcomes through the 2003-04 school year (one year past their anticipated 
graduation year of 2002-03) and identified five factors present in 6th grade that each 
predicted more than 70% of the students who did not graduate:  Attending eighty percent 
or fewer school days, failing English, failing math, being suspended out of school, and 
receiving a mark of “unsatisfactory behavior” by their teacher during the last grading 
period of the year. Only 36% of students who were suspended graduated but perhaps 
more surprisingly only 38% of the students who had received an “unsatisfactory” mark 
for behavior graduated, indicating that major as well as minor behavior issues contribute 
to dropout. The authors note that there was significant interaction between minor 
behaviors in the classroom and major behaviors that resulted in suspension:  four times as 
many students received an “unsatisfactory” behavior mark as were suspended and almost 
all students who were suspended also received an “unsatisfactory” mark for behavior (p. 
228-9).  
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 In a qualitative study of black students in New York City public schools who had 
faced suspension, Barbadoro (2017) found that exclusionary discipline practices of 
schools had a negative impact them well into the future. Being suspended once is 
problematic, being suspended more than once can be nearly catastrophic to a student’s 
continued educational progress. Additional suspensions appeared to alter students’ beliefs 
in themselves as learners and created a real or perceived shift in the way they were 
viewed by educators. This shift resulted in further disengagement from school and 
increased delinquency.   
Fabelo, et al. (2011) in a quantitative study of juvenile justice and school 
discipline in Texas examined the impact on students of four disciplinary sanctions that 
are required to be reported to the Texas Education Agency (TEA): “in-school suspensions 
(ISS), out-of-school suspensions (OSS), Disciplinary Alternative Education Programs 
(DAEP), and Juvenile Justice Alternative Education Programs (JJAEP) (or expulsion to 
the street where unavailable)” (Fabelo et al., 2011, p. 19). While many of the discipline 
infractions in the study are serious violations requiring mandatory removal from the 
classroom, some lower-level offenses (discretionary violations) are included as well since 
they may result in one of the reportable sanctions.  
Descriptive and multivariate analyses were conducted based on all students 
enrolled in Texas public schools in grades six through twelve between 1999-2000 and 
2008-2009. The data set initially represented more than five million students from which 
three study group cohorts were formed from students who were in the seventh grade in 
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2000-01, 2001-02, and 2002-03. The final sample totaled 928,940 students of whom 
136,592 also had a record of contact with the juvenile justice system.   
The seven research questions for the study considered how schools with similar 
characteristics varied in their use of discipline, the number, race, gender, and disability of 
children who faced discretionary and mandatory discipline, and whether being suspended 
or expelled indicated an increased likelihood of repeating a grade, dropping out, or 
becoming involved in the juvenile justice system. The study yielded four significant 
findings:  
1. Being the subject of a disciplinary action was more common than not:  more than 
half (59.6%) of the students had at least one event that resulted in them being 
removed from their classroom for at least one period and half of those students 
had four or more removals, with a mean of 8.36 violations. Of those disciplined, 
less than three percent were involved in situations requiring a mandatory removal 
from school (such as having a weapon at school).   
2. Rates of exclusionary discipline were highest for African-American students who 
represented 14% of the sample but had significantly more of the discipline 
events.  
3. Nearly 75% (74.6%) of the students with an identified disability (13.2% of the 
sample) had at least one recorded discipline incident. Of the students identified 
with an emotional disturbance 90.2% experienced a disciplinary action and 76.2% 
of those with a learning disability had a disciplinary incident. Students identified 
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with mental retardation and autism had lower rates of discipline incidents than did 
students without a disability.   
4. The risk of dropping out or repeating a grade was much higher for those who had 
experienced a discipline event than for those who had not. Those who had 
experienced exclusionary discipline were more likely to have been held back that 
year.   
As the number of discipline incidents students accumulated increased, their 
graduation rate decreased. Students who had experienced no discipline violations 
graduated at a rate of nearly 82% while their peers who had 11 or more violations 
graduated at half that rate. This information is presented in Table 1.   
Table 1 
Graduation Rates by Number of Discipline Violations    
Number of Discipline Violations, Number of Students 
(Percent of Sample)  
Percent Who Did Not 
Graduate   
No Disciplinary Violations, 380,035 (41%)   18.2%   
1 - Minor Involvement, 122,112 (13.1%)   24.1%   
2-5 - Repeat Involvement, 192,448 (20.7%)   34.1%   
6-10 - High Involvement, 93,685 (10%)   46.2%   
11 or More - Very High Involvement, 140,660 (15.2%)   59.3%  
                                                                                                    (Fabelo et al., 2011, p. 58)  
 43 
Because the data in this study was gathered from both school and juvenile justice 
systems, it is possible to see that misbehavior is not limited to educational environments. 
Of the 59.6% students who experienced disciplinary actions at school, 23% also had 
contact with the probation office of the juvenile justice system (this does not include 
contact with other offices in the criminal justice system). Only two percent of students 
with no school discipline violations were involved with the probation office. This 
suggests that school discipline systems are not correcting behaviors that would prevent 
students from going on to be involved in the juvenile justice system.  
Massar, McIntosh, and Eliason (2015) examined archival data from 991,184 
public middle school students in 1,840 middle schools (grades 6 through 8) in the United 
States. Of those students, 6.6% (65,099) were suspended at least once during the 2009-10 
school year. In this study 38.6% of students who were suspended once had at least one 
additional suspension, indicating that one suspension did not result in a change in 
behavior that would prevent future suspensions.  
Students who experience suspension face a number of negative outcomes. The 
impact of suspension on graduation begins long before high school. Raffaele Mendez 
(2003) in a longitudinal study found that out-of-school suspensions in 6th grade were 
highly correlated to out-of-school suspensions in 7th and 8th grade for both white and black 
students. Suspensions in elementary or middle school predicted lower achievement and 
dropout. “The data show that students with more than one sixth-grade suspension are less 
likely to graduate with their same-age peers.” (Raffaele Mendez, 2003, p. 30)  
Summary of Impact of Suspension on Dropout.  
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Research suggests that suspension contributes to dropout. When other factors are 
controlled for, suspension alone contributes significantly to dropout. Students who are 
suspended even once are less likely to graduate than their peers who were not suspended. 
The impact of additional suspensions further reduces the likelihood of a student 
graduating. Students who are suspended are at increased risk for involvement in the 
juvenile justice system and less likely than their non-suspended peers to attend college.   
Research from numerous sources indicates that suspension as early as elementary 
or middle school can impact the likelihood of a student completing a high school 
diploma. Even though many factors contribute to dropout, the impact of suspension alone 
has been well-established (Rosenbaum, 2018; Rumberger & Losen, 2016; Fabelo et al., 
2011).  
Misbehavior, Referrals, and Suspension  
     Suspension from school is one of the consequences imposed on students for 
misbehavior. (Wettach, & Hoffman, 2015; Blomberg, 2004; Owen, Morrison & Skiba, 
2001). Though school officials, community members, and parents concur “that 
suspending children from school for violations of school rules should be a last resort” 
(Owen, Wettach, & Hoffman, 2015, p. 3) and for the most serious infractions involving 
weapons, drugs, or assault, suspension is widely used for offenses such as 
insubordination, chronic absenteeism, and classroom disruption (Morrison & Skiba, 
2001, p. 174).  
 45 
    Suspending students from school for misbehavior is intended to “send a message to 
the student and others that a line has been crossed and the punishment is exclusion from 
the setting” (Morrison & Skiba, 2001, p. 179). The intent of suspension is to deter 
misbehavior and create an improved environment within the school (APA Zero Tolerance 
Task Force, 2008, p. 852).      
Skiba (2013) in a position statement regarding zero tolerance discipline practices 
in schools in the United States concludes that exclusionary practices (suspension and 
expulsion) have not been effective at improving climate and safety. Removing 
misbehaving students from the classroom or school setting also appears to have 
unintended consequences for their non-suspended peers. Studies show that students in 
schools that have high rates of suspension feel less safe and even non-suspended students 
have low rates of overall achievement (Lacoe 2015; Perry & Morris 2014; Steinberg, 
Allensworth, & Johnson 2011).   
Summary of Misbehavior, Referrals, and Suspension.  
Many factors influence high school dropout; however, when other factors are 
controlled for it is clear that suspension from school by itself contributes to an increased 
risk of dropout. Suspensions are imposed as a consequence for misbehavior, yet it often 
fails to change behavior or improve school climate (Raffaele Mendez 2003). Often, 
students who are suspended have received multiple referrals for minor behavior and 
suspension becomes the consequence for a series of minor issues rather than for a single 
major violation.   
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Disproportionality in Suspension   
In addition to contributing to high school dropout and not improving behavior or 
school climate, suspensions are problematic in the way they are applied. Certain groups 
of students face higher rates of suspension than their proportion of the population making 
disproportionality in suspension a topic of research. According to the Digest of Education 
Statistics (Snyder, De Brey, & Dillow, 2019, Table 233.40) overall out-of-school 
suspension rates have fallen to 5.25% of the student population in 2013-14; however, the 
rate of suspension for male students is more than double that for female students. For 
Black students the rate is more than four times that for White students.   
Camacho (2016) examined research into disparities at the school, district, state, 
and national levels based on the following individual characteristics:  race, gender, age, 
socioeconomic status, special education status, achievement scores, grade, and IQ. Duran, 
Zhou, Frew, Kwok, and Benz (2013) note that race, disability, age, gender, and 
socioeconomic status are disproportionate factors in suspension.   
Dashielle (2016) found that middle school students who qualified for free or 
reduced-price meals were significantly more likely to be suspended than their more 
economically advantaged peers. Balfanz, Byrnes, and Fox (2007) conducted a multiple 
regression analysis of factors contributing to suspension of over 180,000 students in 9th 
grade from four states. Poverty was found to be the single strongest predictor of 
suspension; however, when poverty was controlled for, Black students have significantly 
higher suspension rates than other racial/ethnic groups (Balfanz, Byrnes, & Fox, p. 6).  
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Multiple studies have found that students who identify as White or Asian 
American are suspended less frequently than other students while Black or African-
American students (and in many cases Native American students) are suspended at 
disproportionately higher rates (Barbadoro, 2017; Hoffman, 2014; Camacho, 2016; 
Wright, Morgan, Coyne, Beaver, & Barnes, 2014; Butler, Lewis, Moore III, & Scott, 
2012; Arcia 2007). The National Center for Education Statistics estimated that in 2007, 
49% of all Black students had experienced at least one suspension from school, compared 
to approximately 18% of all white students.   
While the incidence of suspension fell for white students from 1999-2007, it rose 
from 37% to 49% for Black students and from 22.7% to 26.5% for Hispanic/Latino 
students (Aud, KewalRamani, & Frohlich, 2011, Table 14).   
Camacho (2016) cites multiple studies pointing to disproportionate rates of 
suspension for students who are from economically disadvantaged families, have an 
emotional or learning disability or other health impairment, are male, and are not White 
or Asian. In particular, African-American or Black males are disproportionately 
represented among students who are suspended. Elementary students identified with an 
emotional disability were four times more likely to experience suspension than students 
identified with other disabilities at both elementary and secondary levels. A study by 
Herron-Rodgers (2016) reports that students who are suspended are most likely to be 
male and to have been diagnosed with a disability.   
Anyon, Lechuga, Ortega, Downing, Greer, and Simmons (2018) note that 
students who received discipline referrals in Denver Public Schools during the 2012-13 
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school year were disproportionately male, Black, proficient in English, qualified for 
free/reduced price meals, and were served in special education. These students also were 
more likely to be in grades 6-10. In contrast to other studies, Anyon et al. found that 
disproportionate discipline referrals were more likely in classrooms than in hallways, 
cafeterias, athletic venues and other common spaces where students were more 
anonymous, refuting the notion that the existence of a relationship between student and 
teacher reduces disparate discipline.  
    Arcia (2006) conducted a three-year longitudinal study of matched samples of 
students who were suspended and those who were not and notes that students with low 
scores on standardized reading achievement tests prior to experiencing suspension were 
suspended more often than students with high achievement scores. By the end of the 
three-year analysis, students who were suspended had scores placing them three to five 
grade levels behind their non-suspended peers. Arcia notes that behavior influences 
achievement and suspension:  students who do well in school are likely to be focused and 
well-behaved and thus experience fewer discipline incidents. “Suspensions increase the 
academic, social, and emotional gap between students and their schools. Worst of all, 
suspensions (are) employed most with students who (can) least make up the distance 
between their status and what (is) expected of them—those with the lowest achievement” 
(Arcia, 2006, p. 368).  
Summary of Disproportionality in Suspension.  
Students who are suspended most often live in poverty, are male, African-
American or Black, have a disability, and have lower achievement than their peers. These 
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students receive a disproportionate number of suspensions relative to the percentage of 
the student population that they represent. Many of the students who experience high 
rates of suspension also experience high rates of dropout. Because disproportionality in 
suspension is also reflected in disproportionality in dropout, reducing suspensions will 
likely lead to reductions in dropout. For groups impacted disproportionately by both 
suspension and dropout this has potential benefits for individuals and society.  
Alternatives to Suspension   
If suspension from school functioned to prevent future behavior difficulties, it 
could be argued that it is an effective intervention. Massar, McIntosh, and Eliason (2015) 
analyzed archival data from 1,840 public middle schools in the United States who were 
utilizing the Schoolwide Information System (SWIS) during the 2009-10 school year to 
assess the effect of suspension on future behavior. They found that of the 6.6% of 
students who had been suspended once in the early part of the school year (August, 
September, or October), more than half were suspended again later in the school year 
indicating that suspension is not an effective deterrent to problem behavior.   
Tobin and Sugai (1999) used logistical regression to study data from 526 students 
who were in sixth grade between 1989 and 1992 to determine the impact of discipline 
referrals in 6th grade on later discipline referrals in 8th grade as well as to examine whether 
these students were on track for high school graduation. They report that “frequent 
discipline referrals (in 6th grade put students at) high risk for future problems” (Tobin & 
Sugai, 1999, p. 41) including out-of-school suspensions, academic difficulties, juvenile 
justice involvement, and not being on track for graduation.   
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Skiba and Sprague (2008) note that most administrators use suspension and 
expulsion “because they need to do something and don’t know what else to do” (Skiba & 
Sprague, 2008, p. 41) to curb misbehavior. However, exclusionary discipline, such as 
suspension, has been shown to disproportionately impact certain groups of students. 
Reducing suspension overall as well as reducing the disproportionality in discipline 
consequences could have important implications for reducing dropout.   
Skiba (2013) cites various practices that have been shown to be effective that can 
be used as alternatives to suspension. These practices are based on the prevention of 
discipline issues through teaching students appropriate skills to manage their behavior 
and to resolve conflict, teaching school staff how to manage minor behavior infractions 
so that they don’t escalate into major issues, engaging parents and the community as 
partners, and providing early identification, intervention, and support to students who are 
exhibiting signs of mental health or behavioral difficulties.  
Districts with student populations with similar demographics show wide variation 
in terms of suspension rates, suggesting that school factors are important in reducing 
suspension. An analysis by Rumberger and Losen (2016) showed that overall in the state 
of California students who had been suspended in grades 10-12 were 6.5% less likely to 
graduate. Data from the 15 largest school districts showed variation from a high of 14.8% 
to lows of 3.1% and 2.2% (both statistically insignificant). Even in districts with high 
rates of students living in poverty who bring with them increased behavioral issues, “the 
factors that educators can control are strong predictors of whether suspension rates are 
high or low” (Rumberger & Losen, 2016, p. 6).   
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The literature on efforts to reduce suspension identifies three major ways that 
schools can address the factors within their control. The first involves utilizing alternative 
consequences once misbehavior has occurred, the second is about improving the skills of 
the adults in the school (teachers and administrators) to respond to misbehavior, and the 
third involves implementing preventative practices designed to teach students skills in 
order to prevent misbehavior from occurring.   
The first of these categories includes the use of restorative practices or assignment 
to alternative educational programs. While the literature about the efficacy of 
reassignment of students to specialty schools due to repeated misbehavior is mixed 
(Gathers, 2017; Losen, 2014), the use of restorative practices is promising. Restorative 
practices seek to engage stakeholders to repair the harm done and rebuild relationships 
that have been damaged as a result of misbehavior. Gonzalez (2015) conducted a 
longitudinal case study in the Denver Public Schools between 2008 and 2013 and found 
that restorative practices were instrumental in reducing both the number of suspensions 
and the gap between suspension rates of white to Black and Latino students through the 
use of restorative practices.  
The second aspect focuses on training teachers and administrators to respond 
differently to misbehavior. Managing behaviors at the classroom level effectively and 
ensuring that teachers and administrators understand and utilize methods other than 
exclusionary discipline when misbehavior occurs is critical to reducing suspensions 
according to Losen (2014).   
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The Virginia Student Threat Assessment Guidelines (Cornell, Allen, & Fan, 
2012) offer a way for administrators to analyze threatening behavior and choose 
responses based on a context and meaning rather than to use a zero-tolerance approach to 
threatening behavior of a student. In a randomized controlled trial, students who were 
referred through the threat assessment process, were significantly less likely than their 
peers in a school using a traditional approach to be suspended long-term and much more 
likely to seek counseling to address the underlying issues related to their behavior.  
Irvin et al. (2006) validated the use of Office Discipline Referrals using 
checkboxes to systematize the tracking of student behavior to facilitate adjusting school 
routines and procedures and identify students in need of interventions. Collecting and 
utilizing data to make decisions at the district, school, classroom, and individual level 
helps to create an understanding of the extent of behavior challenges and the amount of 
instructional time lost in order to facilitate discussions about alternatives to suspension. 
(Barbadoro, 2017)  
Smolkowski, Girvan, McIntosh, Nese, and Horner (2016) identified 
racial disparities in the number of students who received Office Discipline Referrals 
(ODRs) at various times of the school day. By identifying these Vulnerable Decision 
Points (VDPs), their study lays the groundwork to test interventions that could teach staff 
to respond to student behavior in a way that is more consistent and less subject to implicit 
bias.   
Losen, Ee, Hodson, and Martinez (2015) analyzed data regarding suspension and 
concluded that students who are of minority and students from poverty are more 
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frequently in classrooms where teachers are inexperienced or teaching out of their area of 
expertise and students who have novice teachers are at increased risk for suspension. 
Gregory, Allen, Mikami, Hafen, and Pianta (2015) conducted a randomized control study 
of teachers implementing the My Teaching Partner-Secondary and found a significant 
difference in student behavioral engagement between the study and control groups. This 
suggests that specific training for teachers in order to improve their ability to manage 
behavior and engage students in learning might be effective at changing outcomes for 
students in terms of suspensions.  
The third category of options schools can utilize to address factors within their 
control to reduce suspension is to prevent misbehavior from occurring. Preventing 
misbehavior includes identifying and intervening early in problem behavior that could 
lead to ODRs and suspension. This category includes helping students develop social 
skills through implementing social-emotional learning as well as frameworks for teaching 
appropriate behavior and expectations at school.  
Duran, Zhou, Frew, Kwok and Benz (2013) examined the mediating factor of 
social skills in predicting suspension among over 1,400 students age six to twelve who 
had an identified disability. Of the study group 12.6 percent of students were suspended 
during the study year; however, only two percent of the students who were rated high in 
social skills were suspended compared with 25 percent of those who were rated low.  
    Direct instruction in social skills to address problem behavior in middle school 
students was examined by Robinson-Ervin (2012) and found to improve student behavior 
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(Simmons-Reed & Cartledge, 2014). The intervention was designed to be incorporate 
culturally responsive practices and use scenarios students might naturally encounter.  
Though much of the focus in reducing disproportionality in discipline issues is 
directed at confronting cultural and racial biases that may exist between diverse students 
and their teachers and administrators, Wright, Morgan, Coyne, Beaver, and Barnes 
(2014) found that prior misbehavior explained a large amount of the disproportionality in 
suspension rates. In contrast to other studies, Anyon et al. found that disproportionate 
discipline referrals were more likely in classrooms than in hallways, cafeterias, athletic 
venues and other common spaces where students were more anonymous, refuting the 
notion that relationship-building between student and teacher reduces disparate 
discipline.   
 Wright et al. analyzed data from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, “the 
largest nationally representative sample of kindergartners, parents, teachers, and both 
public and private schools in the United States” (Wright et al., 2014, p. 260) and found 
that the students who experienced the highest number of suspensions in eighth grade had 
been identified by their early elementary teachers as students who were exhibiting 
problem behaviors. One conclusion from this study suggests that accounting for early 
problem behaviors in students explains the racial disparity between suspensions rates of 
white and Black students.   
 According to Raffaele Mendez (2003), students who exhibit behavior challenges 
in elementary school are likely to experience difficulties in future years and “early 
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intervention should be tried to prevent suspensions in elementary and middle school” 
(Raffaele Mendez, 2003, p. 30).   
A study by Atkins et al. (2002) found that in an urban school where students came 
from low-income families, suspension of students in third through eighth grades was an 
effective deterrent to misbehavior for some students but appeared to function as a reward 
for other students. Teacher ratings of students using the Social Skills Rating System 
(SSRS) indicated that students who were suspended most frequently throughout the 
school year had significantly higher scores on Problem Behavior and Hyperactivity and 
significantly lower scores on Social Skills than their peers who were suspended 
infrequently.   
Atkins et al. suggest that early mental health interventions with students who 
show aggressive tendencies as young children could present an opportunity to reduce 
behavior problems. Fewer suspensions and expulsions mean that more students are in 
school and able to access the curriculum for academic success. In addition, students who 
are in school are able to access social-emotional and mental health supports that can 
benefit them in other ways.   
Teaching students skills, establishing and reinforcing routines, intervening in 
problem behavior early, and using data to make decisions about student needs are critical 
features of Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports (PBIS), also known as Positive 
Behavior Supports (PBS), Schoolwide Positive Behavior Supports (SWPBIS), or Multi-
tiered Systems of Support for Behavior (MTSS-B). PBIS is a framework of interventions 
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based in research that are designed to be implemented to support the development of 
prosocial behavior in all students.   
PBIS is characterized by a continuum of supports used to target student needs that 
are identified through data collection. When implemented as intended PBIS has been 
shown to improve school climate and perceptions of school safety, and reduce discipline 
referrals and suspensions (Flannery, Fenning, McGrath Kato, & Bohanon, 2013; 
Simonsen et al., 2012; Sugai & Simonsen, 2012; Vincent, Tobin, Hawken & Frank, 
2012). PBIS has been increasingly adopted by schools across the United States and as of 
2019 over 25,000 districts are implementing PBIS (Iowa Department of Education, 
2019). As noted by Balfanz, Byrnes, and Fox (2015) if the reason for suspension is 
misbehavior then PBIS is also an effective strategy to implement in order to address 
behavior. Focusing on improving engagement, academic instruction, and attendance 
alone without actively preventing exclusionary discipline is not enough (Balfanz, Byrnes, 
& Fox, 2015, p. 15).  
Butler, Lewis, Moore III, and Scott (2012) suggest that school counselors and 
school social workers at the elementary level could facilitate problem-solving and 
conflict resolution skills in students that could prevent discipline issues from occurring. 
In addition, they suggest that school counselors and school social workers could teach 
teachers and administrators skills to use with students to de-escalate difficult situations 
and avoid the use of exclusionary discipline practices. Further examination of the role of 
the school counselor - particularly at the elementary level - may be warranted.  
Summary of Alternatives to Suspension.  
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Schools have implemented various measures in order to reduce suspension 
including better training of teachers to handle minor discipline incidents, direct 
instruction in social skills for students, early identification of and intervention with 
students with behavior difficulties, and implementation of restorative practices. One of 
the steps many schools have taken is to implement PBIS and focus on teaching and 
reteaching expectations for behavior and putting in place systems to look at data regularly 
to identify and respond to misbehavior early and quickly.  
The Evolving Role of the Professional School Counselor  
A Brief History of Elementary School Counseling  
Career counseling services in schools existed in the United States well before the 
mid 20th century; however, it was the 1957 Russian satellite “Sputnik” that effectively 
launched the modern profession of school counseling (Pope, 2000). The ensuing “space 
race” sparked passage of the National Defense Education Act of 1958 by the United 
States Congress which provided more than $1 billion over seven years “to strengthen the 
national defense and to encourage and assist in the expansion and improvement of 
educational programs to meet critical national needs” (NDEA).   
Title V of the Act acknowledged the shortage of guidance counselors who could 
help guide students toward identifying their abilities and aptitudes and prepare them to 
pursue post-secondary education (Fleming, 1960). Funding provided through the NDEA 
facilitated the growth of the profession and by 1969 the number of guidance counselors in 
the United States had tripled. (Blog)  
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During this period of growth, school counselors were often categorized under the 
umbrella term “pupil personnel services” that included school psychologists, school 
nurses, and school social workers. “  
One result of this organizational system for guidance and counseling was to 
continue to emphasize the position of counselor, not the program of guidance and 
counseling. As a result, guidance and counseling often was seen as ancillary-
support service in the eyes of many people. This pattern placed school counselors 
mainly in remedial-reactive roles; roles that are not seen as mainstream in 
education. What was worse, this pattern reinforced the practice of school 
counselors doing many administrative-clerical duties because these duties could 
be defended as being "of service to somebody. (Gysbers & Henderson, 2001, p. 
248).  
President Lyndon Johnson’s “War on Poverty” provided additional funding for 
counselors in schools to help address educational disparities experienced by students 
from economically disadvantaged communities.   
The first issue of the journal Elementary School Guidance and Counseling in 
1967 (which merged with The School Counselor to become Professional School 
Counseling in 1997) identified several issues in the emerging profession: who the 
counselor serves (primarily individual students, students in groups, or groups of 
teachers); to what extent the counselor as specialist and consultant to other adults in the 
school, in some cases rarely serving students directly; involvement in implementing 
testing programs; fostering students’ career development (Nelson, 1967).    
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Wilgus and Shelley (1988) identified discrepancies that existed between what 
teachers think counselors do, what they ideally would like counselors to do, and what 
counselors actually do. They found that counselors performed duties such as individual 
and group testing, referring students to outside agencies, providing in-service training to 
teachers, providing parent education, consulting with teachers and parents, and classroom 
lessons and small group and individual counseling. They noted the importance of better 
defining the role of the elementary school counselor and emphasized the need for 
proactive rather than reactive engagement with students.  
Trish Hatch, one of the authors of the ASCA National Model, described starting 
her first year as an elementary counselor in 1987 with nothing more than an office and a 
file with names of students labeled “gifted”. Her work to develop curriculum that ensures 
that all students develop “the knowledge and skills needed before they encounter(ed) 
problems” (Hatch, Duarte, & De Gregorio, p. 1) is a cornerstone of today’s prevention-
oriented elementary school counseling programs.   
The profession of school counseling has grown and changed in significant ways 
during the accountability movement characterized by the advent of the No Child Left 
Behind legislation in 2001 (Dollarhide & Lemberger, 2006). Not only have teachers been 
held accountable for achievement gains of students but school counselors have been 
expected to demonstrate in measurable ways their contribution to student outcomes. This 
change requires a shift in the profession from a model based on delivering services to a 
programmatic model that serves all students and contributes to the achievement of school 
improvement goals (Dahir & Stone, 2007).  
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Now known as “school counselors” rather than “guidance counselors,” 
professional school counselors provide a program of services that proactively help each 
student develop competence in academic, career, and social-emotional domains. The 
basis of school counseling programs is providing all students with a “strong, prevention-
oriented framework (to teach all) students foundational and developmentally appropriate 
skills” (Hatch, 2018, p. 11).    
School counselors provide classroom lessons to all students to teach the attitudes, 
knowledge and skills students need to develop in order to experience success in academic 
subjects, social relationships, and college- and career-readiness. Using data specific to the 
school, counselors identify and design and implement small group interventions to help 
close gaps in achievement, attendance, and behavior between demographic groups where 
disparities exist.   
School counselors possess expertise in mental health issues and intervene with 
individual students in crisis situations. However, they are not therapists who carry a 
caseload of a few students whom they see for therapy through scheduled appointments 
each week.   
ASCA National Model and RAMP 
 The American School Counselor Association released the first edition of the 
ASCA National Model:  A Framework for School Counseling Programs in 2003. Now in 
its fourth edition, the model consists of four components:  Define, Manage, Deliver, and 
Assess and acknowledges the importance of leadership, advocacy, and collaboration that 
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school counselors must employ to effect systems change. In addition to these components 
the model includes competencies for students and for school counselors (ASCA, 2003, 
2005, 2012, 2019).  
The ASCA National Model provides a framework for school counseling programs 
to address student competencies in three domains:  Academic, Career, and Social-
Emotional (formerly Personal-Social). Under the model school counselors are expected 
to be able to use data and perform action research to identify the needs of students, use 
research-based interventions to address those needs, and measure the results. (Rowell, 
2006; Ware & Galassi, 2006). Results from a school counseling program should be 
designed to impact important student outcomes that are connected to student achievement 
and school improvement goals (Dahir & Stone, 2007; Studer, Oberman, & Womack, 
2006).   
Hallmarks of comprehensive school counseling programs include counselors “(a) 
spending more time in classrooms, (b) assisting students with personal problems as well 
as educational and career plans, (c) consulting with parents and school personnel, (d) 
providing individual and group counseling services, (e) referring students as needed, (f) 
and communicating to others both within the school and local community about the goals 
and aims of the guidance program.” (Lapan, Gysbers, & Petroski, 2001, p. 327)  Lapan, 
Gysbers, and Petroski (2001) in a quantitative study of over 22,000 seventh grade 
students and over 4,800 teachers selected at random from a stratified sample of all 
Missouri schools examined how comprehensive guidance and counseling programs were 
correlated to indicators of student safety and success.  
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Students who attended schools in which comprehensive school counseling 
programs were more fully in place indicated feeling safer at school, having higher grades, 
having better relationships with teachers, and being more satisfied with their education.   
The ASCA National Model was built on a foundation of the ASCA National 
Standards and incorporates many features of the Comprehensive Developmental 
Guidance Program Model. (Carey, Harrity, & Dimmitt, 2005; Gysbers & Henderson, 
2000). The ASCA National Model represents a comprehensive school counseling 
program (CSCP) that actively contributes to student success (Dahir & Stone, 2007) and 
education agencies in nearly all 50 states have adopted the model or a hybrid based on the 
ASCA model (Martin, Carey, & DeCoster, 2009).  
Adopting a model does not ensure that the profession adapts immediately. School 
counselors in the profession have implemented the ASCA National Model at different 
rates and counselor educators have not all changed their practices to reflect this shift 
(Burkard, Gillen, Martinez, & Skytte, 2012; Galassi & Akos, 2012; Lapan, 2012; Young 
& Kaffenberger, 2011; Scarborough & Culbreth, 2008; Walsh, Barrett, DePaul, 2007). 
Because of this, there are varying degrees of implementation of the ASCA model across 
and within states. Assessment instruments exist to assess and track implementation of 
ASCA model programs (Clemens, Carey, & Harrington, 2010; Dahir, Burham, & Stone, 
2009; Carey, Harrity, & Dimmitt, 2005).   
The American School Counselor Association has developed a process for 
identifying exemplary school counseling programs based on the model. Programs that 
receive the RAMP (Recognized ASCA Model Program) designation have submitted an 
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application with evidence of the efficacy of their program and are awarded RAMP 
through peer review if they meet or exceed set standards.   
Summary of the Evolving Role of the School Counselor 
School counseling programs have evolved to emphasize the development of skills 
that all students need in order to experience success in academic, career, and social-
emotional domains. Comprehensive school counseling programs such as the ASCA 
National Model require that counselors deliver lessons to all students and use data to 
determine students who need further instruction in order to develop the attitudes, 
knowledge, and skills in order to be successful.   
Contribution of School Counseling to Student Outcomes  
In order to play an important role in a school, counselors need to be able to show 
that their work contributes to student outcomes. Dollarhide and Lemberger (2006) in a 
qualitative study of 210 school counselors and the impact on school counseling of the 
“No Child Left Behind” legislation, report that the increased emphasis on testing resulted 
in teachers being reluctant to give up classroom instructional time for school counseling 
activities. This situation pushed counselors to become more focused on the ways that 
school counseling programs impact student achievement and complement the educational 
outcomes of their schools.  
Bemak, Williams, and Chung (2014) in a concept paper discuss the “four critical 
domains” in which school counselors need to demonstrate efficacy: “grades, attendance, 
suspension rates, and disciplinary referrals.” These domains have broad support in 
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legislation such as No Child Left Behind and data related to these goals are accessible 
through student information systems. The domains are “aligned with school counselors’ 
roles and responsibilities, directly impact students’ success in school, and provide a 
comprehensive, synthesized review of the multiple aspects of academic success” (Bemak, 
Williams, & Chung, 2014, p. 103). In order to effectively impact these four domains, 
school counselors analyze disaggregated data and then incorporate family, community, 
school, and peer factors into designing interventions and measuring the effects of those 
interventions. When counselors engage in activities that positively impact these areas, 
they help to close the achievement gap and contribute to the accomplishment of school 
improvement goals.   
Hurwitz and Howell (2014) used regression analysis to examine the contribution 
of an additional high school counselor to the rate at which students enrolled in 4-year 
colleges in the year following high school graduation. Their analysis used state from the 
SASS (School and Staffing Survey) from 1999-2000, 2003-04, and 2007-08 and 
reviewed data from twelve states with mandated students-to-counselor ratios. Their study 
determined that adding a high school counselor resulted in an estimated increase of 10% 
(or an increase of .5 standard deviation) in the 4-year college-going rate.   
Lapan, Whitcomb, and Aleman (2012) found that in Connecticut high schools, 
lower student-to-counselor ratios were significantly correlated to fewer student 
suspensions. In addition, counseling programs that focused on college- and career-
readiness also had significantly lower rates of student suspensions. The authors note that 
a majority of Connecticut schools are implementing Schoolwide Positive Behavior 
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Interventions and Supports (SWPBIS) which could also contribute to a reduction in 
suspensions and discipline incidents; however, schools vary widely - and independently - 
in their implementation of PBIS, student-counselor ratios, and implementation of college- 
and career-readiness activities. This leads the authors to express confidence in the 
conclusion that differences in suspension are not connected to SWPBIS implementation.  
Carey and Dimmitt (2012) of the Center for School Counseling Outcome 
Research and Evaluation (CSCORE) at the University of Massachusetts Amherst 
summarize the results of six statewide studies of school counseling as follows:  
1. School counseling programs that are organized along the lines of 
the ASCA National Model were able to show “substantial benefits for 
students” (Carey & Dimmitt, 2012, p. 147)  
2. Four studies looked at student-to-school counselor ratios and found 
that rates of attendance were higher and discipline issues lower when the ratio 
of students to school counselors was low.  
3. Delivering specific services such as activities focusing on college- 
and career-readiness, academic success, and parent engagement was 
correlated to improved student outcomes in terms of peer relationships, 
student engagement, and behavior.  
4. One study (Wisconsin) showed an association between increased 
time spent implementing guidance curriculum and higher levels of attendance 
and performance on standardized achievement tests in reading and lower 
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levels of truancy and retention. Increased time spent in Individual Planning 
and Responsive Services was associated with decreased truancy and 
suspension rates and more time spent providing “Responsive Services was 
associated with higher attendance and graduation rates” (Carey & Dimmitt, 
2012, p. 148).  
Carey, Harrington, Martin, and Hoffman (2012) in a quantitative research study 
investigated which aspects of the ASCA National Model were most closely correlated to 
student achievement in Nebraska public high schools. This study was based on the 
analysis performed in Utah schools and included the same research questions with an 
additional question based on career and technical education.  
School counselors in 272 Nebraska high schools were invited to participate in the 
SCPIS survey and 76% responded with 47% completing all of the questions (most of 
those who did not complete the survey left one or two items blank). The average student-
to-counselor ratio was 366:1. Demographic data from the 2007-08 school year were 
combined with the survey results for analysis.  
Twelve measures of student outcomes collected by the Nebraska Department of 
Education were selected for study: “suspension rate, discipline incidence rate, attendance 
rate, graduation rate, dropout rate, average ACT score, percentage of students scoring 
proficient in math on state standardized test, and percentage of students scoring proficient 
in reading on state standardized test” (Carey, Harrington, Martin, & Hoffman, 2012, p. 
102) as well as measures related to Perkins data.   
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A limitation of this study is that conducting an analysis of the data from districts 
with more than one high school was not possible and they were excluded. Since the urban 
centers of Lincoln and Omaha represent a substantial number of students in the state, this 
is a concern.  
Findings of the study indicate that in districts with features consistent with a 
comprehensive school counseling program, students experience lower rates of suspension 
and discipline incidents, have higher rates of attendance, and higher rates of proficiency 
in math and reading. The amount of time counselors spent responding to immediate 
problems (Responsive Services) “was weakly but significantly correlated with higher 
suspension rate, higher discipline rates, and lower graduation rates” (Carey, Harrington, 
Martin, & Hoffman, 2012, p. 8). This leads to speculation about whether a programmatic 
focus on preventative activities (such as is emphasized in the ASCA National Model) 
would result in better student outcomes in terms of discipline and graduation.  
Carey, Harrington, Martin, and Stevenson (2012) in a quantitative study 
investigated the implementation of the ASCA National Model in Utah public high 
schools to determine which aspects are most correlated to positive student outcomes and 
which features of the school counseling program are most related to student outcomes.  
Seventeen measures collected by the Utah State Office of Education were 
included in the study, including “suspension rate, discipline incidence rate, attendance 
rate, graduation/dropout rate, average ACT score, percentage of students taking the ACT, 
percentage of students scoring proficient in math on state standardized test, percentage of 
students scoring proficient in reading on state standardized test; and percentage of 
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students taking Advanced Placement courses” (Carey, Harrington, Martin, & Stevenson, 
2012, p. 94).  
The SCPIS – School Counseling Program Implementation Survey developed by 
Elsner and Carey in 2005 – was used to collect information from school counselors about 
their implementation of the ASCA National Model. Supplemental questions regarding the 
amount of time spent on various activities and how many years the school had been 
implementing a comprehensive school counseling program were also included in the 15-
minute survey that was sent to the lead school counselor/director in each school.  
The research design was informed by the National Leadership Cadre (2007) 
recommendations and step-wise hierarchical linear regression was conducted to 
determine how school counseling program attributes were related to student outcomes 
after controlling for demographic differences in schools.   
Results of the analysis showed that school counseling programs with features of 
the ASCA National Model were significantly positively correlated to proficiency in 
mathematics and reading, higher average ACT scores, and a higher percentage of 
students taking the ACT test. In addition, lower student-to-counselor ratios were 
“significantly associated with a higher attendance rate and a lower discipline rate” 
(Carey, Harrington, Martin, & Stevenson, 2012, p. 96). Schools that had been 
implementing comprehensive school counseling programs longer also showed increased 
rates of attendance and lower discipline rates. Continuing to promote the implementation 
of comprehensive school counseling programs and reducing the number of students 
assigned to each counselor appear to increase benefit to students.   
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Providing evidence of the efficacy of the ASCA National Model in terms of 
student outcomes is essential to facilitating change within the profession. The study in 
Utah (Carey, Harrington, Martin, & Stevenson, 2012) identified seventeen and the study 
in Nebraska (Carey, Harrington, Martin, & Hoffman, 2012) identified twelve measures of 
student outcomes in high school. Outcomes identified include measures related to 
behavior (rates of suspension, discipline incidents, attendance), academic progress 
(graduation/dropout, student enrollment in AP courses, number of students taking the 
ACT, Perkins data on program participation and completion) and standardized test 
performance (average ACT score, percentage of students scoring proficient on state tests 
in math and English). In addition to these outcomes, additional data on factors related to 
student success that are frequently collected through action research include: student 
grade reports, tardy rates, student character and work habits marks, and perception data 
on school climate and safety. (Sink, Akos, Turnbull, & Mvududu, 2008).  
Martin, Carey, and DeCoster (2009) in a mixed-methods study of state school 
counseling models found that there is a great deal of variation among the 50 states and 
the District of Columbia in the implementation of state school counseling models. The 
study utilized structured interviews with school counseling leaders in the state 
departments of education in all but five states that had no designated leader in their 
departments of education. In those five states interviews were conducted with leaders of 
the state professional counseling organization and artifacts representing counseling 
programs were collected.  
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The information collected was then analyzed around nine factors gleaned from the 
work of the National Leadership Cadre that represent core features of school counseling 
models. Seventeen states that had seven to nine of the factors present, were given the 
designation “Established.”  Nebraska, along with 22 others, was listed as a “Progressing” 
with four to six features present.  Ten states were given the designation “Beginning” 
because they had from one to three features in place.  
Of the group 44 (86%) had a written school counseling model in place and 39 
(84%) of those models were “modern” models containing key features of the ASCA 
National Model and/or Comprehensive Developmental Guidance. Most respondents in 
this study indicated that emphasis in their efforts was focused on implementation of the 
model, rather than on evaluation of model components, indicating that implementation is 
still in progress. Indeed, a study by Sink and MacDonald (1998) found that only 24 states 
had models.   
This study created a baseline of information on which future research could focus 
on determining the factors that influence the development of a strong school counseling 
model in a state. Understanding these factors could help state directors and leaders of 
school counseling associations direct advocacy efforts.  
Dahir and Stone (2009) in an action research study involving 175 school 
counselors in 14 elementary schools, 6 middle schools, and 33 high schools (mainly 
urban and suburban schools) between 2003 and 2006 discuss the implications of the No 
Child Left Behind Act of 2001 on school counseling and note that school counselors 
might viewed by administrators, teachers, and stakeholders as ancillary to teaching and 
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learning unless they are able to demonstrate through action research the impact of their 
work on student achievement. Specifically, their study focused on school improvement 
goals and the contribution of school counseling programs to meeting those goals.  
Of the school improvement goals that counselors were involved with, eighty-nine 
percent focused on academic outcomes, with 35 of 53 plans specifically identifying an 
emphasis on raising grades or test scores. Nine percent focused on social-emotional 
development and eleven percent connected to a school climate issue 
(attendance/discipline). In 51 of 53 plans counselors demonstrated a positive contribution 
toward the school improvement goal.  
Dahir and Stone report that school counselors in this study worked with multiple 
stakeholders in the school and community. In achieving these results counselors became 
recognized “leaders, advocates, collaborators, and data-driven decision makers” (Dahir & 
Stone, 2009, p. 18). Dahir and Stone note that it will be necessary for counselors to 
continue to “become routine users of data to inform and sharpen their focus” (Dahir & 
Stone, 2009, p. 18).   
Measuring school counseling outcomes is problematic for several reasons: it is 
not possible to effectively isolate the impact of school counseling from other inputs, it is 
difficult to determine which outcomes should be measured, relevant data are not always 
available, and school counseling programs vary widely across schools and states.   
Dimmitt and Wilkerson (2012) in a correlational, descriptive study of statewide 
data from 50 middle and high schools in Rhode Island (there were not enough elementary 
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schools participating to include that level) examined survey data independently collected 
from counselors, teachers, parents, and students and student outcome data from the 
Rhode Island Department of Education in 2007 and 2008. The purpose of the study was 
to “identify the relationship between counseling activities and student outcomes” 
(Dimmitt & Wilkerson, 2012, p. 127).   
The data from 2008 showed that three specific school counseling activities were 
significantly correlated to lower rates of student suspension:  school counselors using data 
to inform their decisions, providing career- and college-readiness activities, and focusing 
on addressing the social-emotional needs of students. Other school counseling activities, 
such as focusing on academic success and involving parents in their children’s education, 
were also correlated with lower rates of suspension but not at statistically significant 
levels.  
Data from this study was gathered from many independent sources at different 
times and the authors remark that finding these multiple, consistent correlations indicate 
the need for serious consideration and attempts to replicate the study. Their findings 
indicate “clear support for implementing comprehensive school counseling program 
activities” (Dimmitt & Wilkerson, 2012, p. 134) that include the program activities 
studied.  
Lapan, Gysbers, Stanley, and Pierce (2012) in a correlational study (regression 
analysis) analyzed data from Missouri schools in order to examine the interaction 
between student-counselor ratios and student outcomes (graduation rate, attendance, ACT 
scores, and discipline incidents). Additional research questions focused on whether the 
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ratios were predictive of academic outcomes and whether schools with high numbers of 
students who qualify for free or reduced-priced meals that meet the ASCA-recommended 
ratio of 250 students to each counselor have better outcomes that those that do not. They 
found that lower student-counselor ratios were significantly correlated to higher rates of 
graduation, lower rates of discipline incidents, and higher rates of attendance.  
Whiston, Tai, Rahardja, and Eder (2011) conducted a meta-analysis of 150 school 
counseling studies in order to “address the gap in school counseling research by 
quantitatively examining studies of school counseling interventions” (Whiston, et al., 
2011, p. 38). Of the 118 studies using an experimental-control group design, 50.4% were 
based on students in elementary schools, 17.9% on students in middle/junior high, and 
24.8% on high school students while 6% had a mixture of ages or levels.   
The studies were coded based on the ASCA National Model into cognitive, 
behavioral, affective, and role-function outcome areas as well as method of delivery of 
the intervention (e.g., classroom, individual, responsive services). The results of this 
examination of school counseling interventions showed significant differences in delivery 
method with the largest effect sizes shown with guidance curriculum and responsive 
services. Effect sizes were significant at all grade levels with slightly larger effect sizes at 
middle and high school.   
School counseling interventions seem to be quite effective in decreasing 
discipline problems and increasing students’ problem-solving abilities. It also 
appears that programs designed to teach students peer counseling skills are quite 
effective in teaching students the skills to possibly help others. School counseling 
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interventions tend to influence GPA and academic achievement in small but 
significant ways (Whiston et al., 2011, p. 44).  
Longitudinal studies that provide a more complete understanding of the long-term 
impact of school counseling programs would be helpful. Limitations of this study point to 
a dearth of quality research regarding school counseling outcomes as evidenced by the 
fact that 111 studies were eliminated from the study because of a lack of data or 
information. In addition, many of the studies reviewed used measures that were 
developed by the author and for which psychometric properties were not established or 
provided rather than standardized measures of outcomes.   
As Carey, Harrington, Martin, and Stevenson (2012) note “determining the 
features of school counseling programs that are most effective in achieving student 
outcomes is crucial. One very important way to investigate this is through statewide 
studies that examine the relationships between program characteristics and student 
outcomes. In the past 20 years, however, only four (now six) rigorous, quantitative 
statewide evaluations of school counseling programs have been published, and from just 
two states, Missouri and Washington” (Carey, Harrington, Martin, & Stevenson, 2012, p. 
90).   
Additional study to determine the student outcomes that are most associated with 
elementary school counseling programs is warranted, especially since much of the 
research that does exist is connected to high school outcomes (Whiston, Tai, Rahardja, & 
Eder, 2011; Trusty, Mellin, & Herbert, 2008). Understanding the relationship between the 
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degree of implementation of a comprehensive school counseling program and student 
outcomes at the elementary level would benefit the profession as well.  
Summary of Contribution of School Counseling to Student Outcomes  
Student outcomes found frequently in the literature are associated with high 
school and include academic performance (grade point averages, results on achievement 
tests), behavior (discipline referrals, suspension, expulsion), and persistence in school 
(graduation, drop-out). Though it is likely that students’ attitudes and perceptions about 
themselves and their experiences at school contribute to these outcomes, the outcomes 
measured are based on discrete data.   
Schools that have higher levels of implementation of comprehensive school 
counseling programs (such as the ASCA National Model) and schools that have lower 
student-counselor ratios demonstrate better student outcomes. Much of the research 
regarding the contribution of school counseling programs to student outcomes is focused 
at the high school level and is frequently tied to graduation as the primary outcome of the 
public school system.   
Elementary School Counseling and Behavior Outcomes     
Pas, Bradshaw, and Mitchell (2011) in their quantitative analysis of Office 
Discipline Referrals (ODRs) as an indicator of behavior problems in students in grades 
K-5, note that prior research has established a correlation between ODRs and student 
behavior difficulties (aggression, delinquent behaviors, and social skill deficits) in high 
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school and middle school students but that the relationship has not been well-documented 
in elementary students. Therefore, the study examined three areas:  
1. Compare the reliability of reported ODRs between teacher-reports 
and a systematic collection method (School-Wide Information System – 
SWIS);  
2. Review convergent validity of different measures of 
aggressive/disruptive behavior and attention problems and divergent validity 
of the construct of prosocial behavior;  
3. Examine the relationship between disruptive behaviors of students 
and ODRs when controlling for student, classroom, and school variables.   
The sample for the study came from 21 elementary schools with 335 general 
education classrooms containing 8,645 students that all were implementing Positive 
Behavior Interventions and Supports (PBIS) with high fidelity. Data was collected from 
the school-wide data system as well as from a teacher reports and ratings. Demographic 
data about students (52.7% male, 47.7% African-American, 43.1% Caucasian) and 
teachers were obtained from the school district. Data was then analyzed using 
correlational and multivariate analyses.  
Results of the study showed that just over seven percent of students received two 
or more ODRs during the school year and were viewed by their teachers to have 
significantly more disruptive behaviors than did students who had zero or one ODR.   
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Though not as pronounced as disruptive behaviors, the students with two or more 
ODRs also had significantly more difficulty concentrating and significantly fewer 
prosocial skills than their low-ODR peers. These results held even when demographic 
data (ethnicity, socio-economic status, and gender) were considered. Increased number of 
ODRs also was correlated to clinical symptoms, indicating that students with higher 
numbers of ODRs are likely in need of additional supports and perhaps screenings for 
additional behavior concerns.  
Limitations of this research include that the data were reliant on teacher 
perceptions rather than independent review of behavior. The only ethnic groups large 
enough for comparison were white/other and African-American.  
Reback (2010a) in a quantitative, regression analysis of Alabama elementary 
school counseling subsidies examined the impact on student attendance, test scores, and 
behavior. Because the state of Alabama provides funds to local school districts to cover 
the costs of elementary school counselor positions based on ADM (average daily 
membership) of the school, it is possible to study the impact of incremental increases in 
school counselors in schools that are within plus/minus 60 students of the point at which 
the school would receive funding for an additional .5 FTE counselor (500, 750, and 1,000 
students).   
The analysis by Reback showed that increasing elementary counselor subsidies 
(essentially an increase in school counselor FTE) was significantly and strongly 
correlated to a decrease in student suspensions and weapons-related incidents as well as 
to a slight increase in student participation in required standardized tests of math and 
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reading. An increase in counselor subsidies was not found to significantly impact either 
attendance or performance on standardized tests.  
Additional research is warranted to investigate the impact of increased school 
counseling services on students’ behavior over a longer period of time. Further 
investigation of school counselor impact on student achievement is also suggested.   
Reback (2010b) performed quantitative analyses of the impact of elementary 
school counselors by examining policies and data from multiple states. He notes that 
policies regarding elementary school counselors varied widely by state in the 2001-02 
school year with only five of the 48 contiguous states providing state aid directly targeted 
toward elementary counselors. Twelve additional states mandated that local school 
districts provide elementary counseling services based on school population while seven 
states recommended that districts provide elementary counselors. Fully half (24 states) 
did not require, recommend, or provide funding for elementary counselors.  
Data from the Spring 2002 Early Childhood Longitudinal Survey-Kindergarten 
Cohort (ECLS-K data) contain information on six scales related to students’ perceptions 
of their competence in academic subjects (reading math, overall) and peer relationships 
and their internalizing and externalizing behaviors. These data were analyzed in relation 
to the availability of counseling services and Reback found that when counseling services 
were available students showed statistically significant improvement in internalizing and 
externalizing behaviors.   
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Reback performed an analysis of teacher perceptions of school climate using the 
Schools and Staffing Survey (SASS) data set from NCES and found that teachers in 
states requiring or subsidizing elementary counselors reported significantly fewer 
concerns about disruption to their classrooms from student misbehavior. Specifically, 
teachers reported a statistically significant (p<0.05 level) decline in these problem 
behaviors:  physical conflicts, truancy, stealing, vandalism, and drug abuse. While these 
problem behaviors are not found frequently in elementary schools, the substantial 
reduction in the incidents of these being reported indicates that policies requiring school 
counselors have a positive impact.  
Reback also examined data from high school teachers and found evidence to 
suggest that the positive effect of elementary school counseling services was also 
associated with high school teachers reporting fewer incidents of disruptive behavior 
impacting their classrooms. He notes that elementary counselors, “unlike middle school 
and high school counselors, deal almost exclusively with students’ behavioral and mental 
health issues” (Reback, 2010b, p. 699).   
Reback concludes that ensuring that counseling services are available to 
elementary school students positively impacts both behavior and achievement, noting that 
“counselors may be relatively cost effective in terms of their impact on students’ test 
scores alone” (Reback, 2010b, p. 721). The positive effects on behavior extend from 
elementary schools into upper grades; however, additional research is needed to confirm 
the magnitude of this impact.   
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Carrell and Hoekstra (2014) in a quantitative study of the impact of elementary 
school counselors on academic achievement and behavior of students in twenty-two 
schools who were in the third through fifth grades in Alachua County, Florida, during the 
school years between 1995-96 and 2002-03. The dataset includes over 44,000 
observations representing test scores from the Iowa Tests of Basic Skills and the Stanford 
9 tests as well as discipline incidents serious enough to require intervention from an 
administrator.  
Each of the schools in the study had a permanent, full-time elementary counselor 
on staff. The effect of an elementary counselor was calculated by computing the 
additional counselor FTE contributed by a graduate-level counseling intern from the 
University of Florida who was placed in the school.   
Results of the analysis showed that an additional school counseling intern 
significantly improved test scores of boys and reduced discipline infractions of both boys 
and girls by more than 20%. The authors conclude that the impact of “hiring a counselor 
is approximately twice as effective as hiring an additional teacher” (Carrell & Hoekstra, 
2014, p. 68).  
Summary of Elementary School Counseling and Behavior Outcomes  
The research is clear that many other discrete measures exist that are connected to 
graduation, including academic achievement and behavior data but the impact of 
elementary school counseling programs on student behavior outcomes has not been 
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studied as extensively. The studies that do exist point to positive outcomes in terms of 
behavior when districts increase the number of counselors at the elementary level.   
It is noteworthy that the studies do not indicate specific activities, curricula, or 
initiatives that counselors used or implemented, rather they simply note the positive 
impact on students when elementary counselors are added thereby reducing the student-
counselor ratios. Studying the impact of elementary counseling programs on student 
outcomes may provide evidence of the contribution of elementary counselors to 
improved student behavior and reduced suspensions.   
Summary of Literature Review    
Graduation from high school is an important milestone for students to achieve. 
Failing to graduate from high school is associated with higher rates of unemployment and 
poverty for an individual and their family. Though lack of a high school diploma is most 
acutely felt by the individual, there are significant societal costs associated with student 
dropout.  
Students fail to complete high school for a combination of reasons related to 
personal characteristics, family situations, and school and community factors. Most of the 
factors that contribute to dropout are factors that can be altered through intervention by 
schools.   
One of the predictors of dropout is a student having experienced suspension from 
school. Suspension is a consequence imposed by administrators often as a last resort for 
managing problem behavior. Though suspension is frequently associated with a major 
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rule violation such as possession of a weapon or assault, the majority of suspensions are 
imposed for minor infractions such as insubordination. Unfortunately, suspension has not 
been shown to change behavior, and in fact, students who experience one suspension are 
likely to experience additional suspensions.   
Both dropout and suspension disproportionately impact students of color, males, 
students who have a disability (in particular an emotional disability or learning 
disability), students who have low achievement or have experienced lack of success at 
school, and whose families live in poverty. Preventing suspension could in turn lead to 
higher rates of graduation.  
Suspension is viewed as a response to student misbehavior. In order to reduce 
misbehavior and suspension schools are encouraged to teach teachers to manage minor 
misbehavior at the classroom level, teach students appropriate behavior, and emphasize 
social-emotional learning and social skills instructions.   
The addition of elementary school counselors has been associated with a decrease 
in the incidence of problem behavior in elementary schools. Comprehensive school 
counseling programs that emphasize teaching all students skills for academic, social-
emotional, and career success have been associated with improved student outcomes, 
including lower rates of suspension, at the high school level. Understanding the unique 
contribution that elementary counselors make to reducing problem behaviors in middle 
school could be helpful to both administrators making staffing decisions and to the 
profession of school counseling.  
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Conceptual Framework for the Study  
Research from psychologists such as Albert Bandura demonstrates that an 
individual’s behavior is based on their own experiences as well as their observations of 
the behavior of others. This provides the foundation for the direct teaching of social skills 
in elementary schools that can help to improve school climate as well as reduce behavior 
issues.  
Students who have serious behavior issues in school face exclusionary 
consequences such as suspension or expulsion. Removal from the school environment 
has serious repercussions for the student in terms of remaining engaged in school and 
achieving academic outcomes such as graduation. There is agreement that suspension and 
expulsion do not change behavior and administrators indicate that they use exclusionary 
consequences as a last resort.   
Elementary school counselors following the ASCA National Model provide a 
comprehensive program that focuses on the development of prosocial behavior. Students 
who have the support of an elementary school counselor are likely to learn social skills 
that help them avoid behavior issues that lead to referrals and exclusionary 
consequences.  
To determine the effect of an elementary counselor in fifth grade on the behavior 
referrals and discipline consequences in sixth grade, this study will focus on the number 
of times that an individual student received a behavior referral and whether that referral 
was for a minor incident (typically managed by the teacher) or a major incident (which is 
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a serious incident that violated the Student Code of Conduct and is handled by an 
administrator). Discipline consequences are assigned to students based on behavior 
referrals. The discipline consequences examined as a part of this study are detention 
(assigned to students outside of instructional time) and exclusionary consequences 
(removal of the student from the instructional environment). Exclusionary consequences 
range from removal for part or all of one school day, to removal for several school days, 
to reassignment to another school and finally to expulsion.  
Students who had an elementary school counselor in 5th grade will be compared 
to students who did not have an elementary counselor in 5th grade by examining the 
number of behavior referrals and discipline consequences students in each group 
received. Typically, a comparison of means is performed using an independent samples t 
test.   
Elementary counselors vary in their years of experience as well as whether they 
provide a counseling program or a service (a mental health orientation). Some counselors 
are new to the profession and to the study district and have fewer than four years of 
experience while others have more than four years of experience as a counselor in any 
district.   
In the study district there is wide variation in the type of elementary counselor a 
student may have. While most elementary counselors provide a comprehensive program 
based on the ASCA National Model, a few provide an exemplary program (RAMP) and 
at least one counselor primarily serves only a few students with mental health 
needs. Identifying differences in the number of behavior incidents and discipline referrals 
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based on the type of counselor a student had in 5th grade is also of interest in this study. 
Frequently those differences are explored using ANOVA methods.  
As seen in the literature, individual characteristics of students are associated with 
higher rates of exclusionary discipline. Students who are most likely to be suspended or 
expelled are male, live in families experiencing poverty (participation in the free or 
reduced-price meal program is used as a proxy for poverty), identify as a student of color 
(in particular Black, Latinx, American Indian, or multiracial/multiethnic), have a 
diagnosed disability for which they are receiving special education services, whose 
primary language is not English, and who are older than others in their grade. These 
factors will also be explored in this study and will be controlled for in order to determine 
the impact of an elementary school counselor. This is typically done using multiple 
regression.   
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Chapter Three – Research Design     
The principal investigator compiled publicly available data about the district and 
used descriptive statistics to gain insight into details about the sample. After reviewing 
the data set, the researcher determined the statistical methods that would be most 
appropriate for answering the research questions. The research questions are:  
Primary Research Question - PRQ1:  What impact, if any, does attending a school 
with a certified elementary school counselor who was providing a comprehensive school 
counseling program based on the ASCA National Model in 5th grade (final year in 
elementary school) have on the number of behavior referrals (minor and major) that a 
student receives in 6th grade (first year of middle school)?  
Primary Research Question 2 - PRQ2:  What impact, if any, does attending a 
school with a certified elementary school counselor who was providing a comprehensive 
school counseling program based on the ASCA National Model in 5th grade (final year in 
elementary school) have on the type of discipline consequence (detention, one day/class 
removal, in-school suspension, out-of-school suspension, reassignment, or expulsion) that 
a student receives following a discipline referral in 6th grade (first year of middle 
school)?  
Primary Research Questions 1 and 2 (PRQ1 and PRQ2) involve examining the 
number of behavior incidents and discipline consequences an individual student received 
based on the type of elementary counselor they had in 5th grade. The dependent variables 
(minor behavior incidents, major behavior incidents, exclusionary discipline 
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consequences and detention) reflect the number of times a student experienced a behavior 
incident or discipline consequence and are count data (whole numbers of zero or 
greater).   
The Secondary Research Questions (SRQ1-SRQ6) involve controlling for six 
student characteristics found in the literature to be associated with higher incident rates of 
exclusionary discipline to determine what impact, if any, attending a school with a 
certified elementary school counselor who was providing a comprehensive school 
counseling program based on the ASCA National Model in 5th grade have on the number 
of discipline referrals (overall, major, and minor) and discipline consequences that a 
student receives in 6th grade. The student characteristics are coded as binary for each of 
the factors.  
The independent samples t test and ANOVA are frequently used to determine if 
differences exist among various groups. The data from the study district is “count” data 
and therefore the t test statistic and ANOVA are not appropriate to use because both of 
these statistics assume that the data is continuous rather than “count.”    
The next step in analyzing the data set was to determine if the distribution is 
parametric (follows the normal curve) or nonparametric. Tests of normality were 
performed using IBM SPSS Statistics (Version 27) predictive analytics software to 
determine the distribution of the data. Results of the Kolomogorov-Smirnov test with 
Lilliefors Significance Correction, yielded significant values (p < .001) for all of the 
dependent variables indicating that the data is nonparametric. Skewness and kurtosis 
values were well above zero and non-significant z scores were obtained for all variables 
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(skew and kurtosis values divided by the standard error) indicating that the data is 
positively skewed with negative kurtosis. This was also confirmed through visual 
examination of the data plots.   
Because the data are nonparametric, the Mann-Whitney U test was selected to 
compare the differences between students who had an elementary counselor in 5th grade 
and those who did not in the primary research questions. The Mann Whitney U test may 
be used with count data that is nonparametric. (Sullivan, n.d.).  
In addition to IBM SPSS (Version 27), Mplus (8th edition) was used to examine 
the relationships among variables for the secondary research questions using negative 
binomial regression. “For count dependent variables, Poisson regression models are used, 
with or without inflation at the zero point.” (Muthen & Muthen, 2017, p. 19). “With a 
negative binomial model, a dispersion parameter is estimated. The dispersion parameter 
is referred to by using the name of the count variable. If the dispersion parameter is 
estimated at zero, the model is a Poisson model.” (Muthen & Muthen, 2017, p. 878). All 
dispersion parameters for the dependent variables in the data set were greater than zero 
indicating negative binomial regression is appropriate (Table 2).   
Table 2 
Dispersion Parameters  
      All Students (n=5,263)  Estimate  p=  
Minor Behavior   9.083  0.000  
Major Behavior   9.521  0.000  
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Exclusionary Consequences   11.484  0.000  
Detention   18.637  0.000  
Negative binomial regression is a technique “used to predict count outcomes (of 
counts) occurring within a given span of time” (Crowson, 2019). This technique is 
especially useful for modeling “low frequency events (where there is not) the assumption 
of normally distributed residuals with constant variance” (Crowson, 2019). Based on the 
characteristics of the data set, the research questions in this study were analyzed using the 
Mann Whitney U test for the primary research questions and negative binomial 
regression for the secondary research questions.    
The independent variable “counselor” is categorical (ordinal) data and the initial 
plan was to analyze the data based on levels of program as follows: 0=no counselor in 5th 
grade;  1=certified school counselor who functions like a therapist (provides services, not 
a program); 2=certified school counselor with one to three years of experience who is 
providing a comprehensive school counseling program based on the ASCA National 
Model; 3=certified school counselor with four or more years of experience who is 
providing a comprehensive school counseling program based on the ASCA National 
Model; 4=certified school counselor with four or more years of experience implementing 
a Recognized ASCA Model Program (RAMP). However, the data set revealed that there 
were very few students who had either a primarily mental health-oriented counselor or a 
RAMP counselor.   
Only one of the 39 elementary schools had a mental health-oriented counselor and 
two had a RAMP counselor, representing 3.2% and 4.6% of students respectively. In 
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addition, all of the elementary counselors, including the mental health-oriented counselor, 
were providing the elements of a comprehensive counseling program and it was not 
possible in this sample to clearly differentiate the type of program being implemented.   
Because of these conditions, the independent variable (EXPLVCNS) for the 
analysis was defined based on the experience level of the counselor, which is a precise 
measure of years of experience as follows: 0 = no counselor/counseling program; 1=new 
counselor/counseling program; 2=experienced counselor/counseling program. The 
students who had either a primarily mental health-oriented counselor or a RAMP 
counselor in 5th grade were placed into the “experienced” category resulting in the 
following distribution: 3,205 of the 5,263 students (60.9%) are coded “0” for no 
counselor, 619 students (11.8%) are coded “1” for new counselor, and 1,439 students 
(27.3%) are coded “2” for experienced counselor.  
For the first primary research question (PRQ1), the principal investigator 
determined if there were differences in the minor and major referrals students received in 
6th grade based on the level (if any) counselor in 5th grade. The dependent variables are 
behavior incidents and represent the actual number of times or incidents (counts) each 
student received either a minor or major behavior referral. It should be noted that for each 
behavior referral, only the most serious incident is recorded - for example, if a student 
has a referral that includes the use of inappropriate language (minor behavior) and 
possession of an illegal substance (major behavior), the incident is only coded as a major 
behavior incident.  
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Students were grouped by the independent variable EXPLVCNS (the experience 
level of the counselor) and differences in the number of minor behavior incidents 
(MINBEH) and major behavior incidents (VMAJBEH) between these groups were 
examined. Students who did not have a counselor were compared to students who had a 
new counselor as well as to students who had an experienced counselor. Students who 
had a new counselor were also compared to students who had an experienced counselor.   
The second Primary Research Question (PRQ2) is: What impact, if any, does 
attending a school with a certified elementary school counselor in 5th grade (final year in 
elementary school) have on the type of discipline consequence (detention, one day/class 
removal, in-school suspension, out-of-school suspension, reassignment, or expulsion) that 
a student receives following a behavior referral in 6th grade (first year of middle 
school)?   
The dependent variable in this analysis is the number of times a specific type of 
disciplinary consequence - either detention (BDET) or an exclusionary consequence 
(BTXCONSEQ) of either one day/class removal, in-school suspension, out-of-school 
suspension, reassignment, or expulsion - was assigned to the student. The dependent 
variable “discipline consequences” is the actual number of times (incidents, not days) 
each student received the type of consequence and is a “count” variable. Students were 
grouped according to the experience level of the counselor (EXPLVCNS) they had in 5th 
grade and differences between the groups were examined.  
The secondary research questions examine the impact of a certified elementary 
school counselor in 5th grade on discipline referrals and discipline consequences based 
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on individual student characteristics. The six characteristics examined are all found in the 
literature to be associated with higher rates of disciplinary referrals as well as higher rates 
of suspension.   
In order to study the impact of a school counselor in 5th grade on behavior 
referrals and discipline incidents in 6th grade, separate data files were created based on 
these characteristics. Negative binomial regression was then used to determine variation 
based on the level of counselor the student had in 5th grade (EXPLVCNS). Table 3 
summarizes the research questions, data, variables, and methods used for the analysis.  
Table 3  
Research Questions, Type of Data, Variable Names, and Method of Analysis  
Research Question  Type of Data and 
Coding  
Variable Name(s)  Statistical Test  
PRQ1: Minor and Major 
Behavior Referrals   
Count data (number of 
referrals)   
MINBEH and 
VMAJBEH   
Mann-Whitney 
U test   
   
PRQ2: Exclusionary 
Discipline Consequences 
and Detention   
   
Count data (number of 
incidents)   
   
BTXCONSEQ and 
BDET   
   
Mann-Whitney 
U test   
   
SRQ1: Gender    
   
Dichotomous/Binary    
 Female=0; Male=1   
   
GENDER   
   
Negative 
Binomial 
Regression   
   
SRQ2: Race/Ethnicity    
   
Dichotomous/Binary   
Does not identify with 
this racial/ethnic 
group=0;    
   
BLACK = African 
American or Black;   
HISPANIC = 
Latinx;   
   
Negative 
Binomial 
Regression   
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Identifies with this 






Islander;   
TWORMORE = 
Multiracial or 
multiethnic;   
WHITE = White    
   
SRQ3: Identified with a 
disability and served 
through Special 
Education    
Dichotomous/Binary   
Has not been identified 
with the disability = 0   
Has been identified  
with the disability = 1   
   
AUTISM = Autism;   
ED = Emotional 
Disturbance;   
OHI = Other Health 
Impairment;   
SLD = Specific 
Learning Disability;   
OTHRDISB = Other 
disability, not 
specified   
Negative 
Binomial 
Regression   
  
SRQ4: Socioeconomic 
Status of the Family 
(Participation in the Free 
or Reduced-Price Meal 
Program is a proxy for 
poverty)   
  
Dichotomous/Binary   
Does not  
participate = 0;   
Participates = 1   
  
FRL = Free or 
Reduced-Price Meal 




Regression   
   
SRQ5: English 
proficiency (Participation 
in the English Language 
Learner Program)   
   
Dichotomous/Binary   
Does not  
participate = 0;  
Participates = 1   
   
ELL = English 
Language Learner 
Program   
   
Negative 
Binomial 
Regression   
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SRQ6: Overage for 
grade    
   
   
Dichotomous/Binary   
Not overage for grade 
(similar in age to 
peers)  = 0   
Born before July 31, 
2005 (Cohort 1) or 
before July 31, 2006 
(Cohort 2) = 1   
OVERAGE   Negative 
Binomial 
Regression  
Description of the Sample for the Study - District Details  
The public school district chosen for this study is located in a Midwestern city of 
approximately 300,000 people. The city is a center for state government and is home to 
three 4-year colleges/universities including the main campus of the state university 
system.   
            Data and statistics about the district were collected from publicly available 
documents on the district website, in particular the Annual Statistical Handbooks and the 
District Graduation Information. The district has been growing in terms of enrollment 
(Figure 1) and currently educates slightly more than 42,000 students in 39 elementary 
schools serving students in grades pre-K through 5, twelve middle schools of students in 
6th through 8th grades, six comprehensive high schools, and one alternative high school as 
well as specialized behavior support programs that serve students at the elementary, 
middle, and high school levels and three specialized programs for high school students 
who want to specialize in a particular field of study.    
Figure 1  
Total Enrollment  
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Participation in the free or reduced-price meal program (Figure 2) serves as a 
proxy for poverty to indicate socio-economic status of a student’s family. The percentage 
of students qualifying for free or reduced-price meals has increased from 43.3% to 46.3% 
between 2014-15 and 2018-19. Using this standard, districtwide nearly one in two 
children live in poverty; however, the rate of poverty varies widely by elementary school 
from a low of 4.5% participation in the free and reduced-price meal program to a high of 
94.2% in 2018-19.  
Figure 2   
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Between 2014-15 and 2018-19 the ethnic/racial diversity of the district has 
remained fairly stable with slight increases in the percentage of students identifying as 
Hispanic/Latino or two or more races and a slight decrease in the number of students 
identifying as White (Figure 3). In the 2018-19 school year over 65% of students in the 
district identified as White while the percentage who identified as Hispanic/Latinx was 
13.7%; Two or More Races, 8.2%; Black or African-American, 6.3%, Asian, 4.6; 
American Indian/Native American, 0.6%, and Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, 0.1%.  
Figure 3  
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Within the district the number of students in the graduating classes increased from 
2,243 in the Class of 2015 to 2,622 in the Class of 2018, an increase of just over 15%. 
The raw number of graduates increased as well (Figure 4), though the percentage of 
students who graduated dipped from 85.2% in the Class of 2015 to 84.3% in the Class of 
2018, the drop is due in part to a change in the calculation of graduates. Beginning with 
the Class of 2018, the number of students listed as graduating by alternate means 
(students who have an IEP and attend the district’s program for 18-21 year-old students) 
is listed separately and does not count in either the “graduate” or “dropout” categories.   
Figure 4  
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Between 2015 and 2018, the percentage of students who dropped out of school 
fell from 6.0% to 4.3%. Students who did not graduate within four years of starting high 
school but who persist in obtaining their diploma are listed as “attending”. Students listed 
as “attending” may be students who are English Language Learners, some students with 
an IEP, as well as those who have fallen off-track for graduation. The percentage of 
students “attending” has increased as the percentage listed as “dropout” decreased 
(Figure 5).   
Figure 5  












Though the district’s population is overwhelmingly White, the majority of 
students who fail to complete high school are students of color, reflecting 
disproportionality that warrants further exploration. Though the dropout rates for all 
ethnic/racial demographic groups were lower in 2018 than in 2014, the rate for 
Hispanic/Latino and Black/African-American students exceeded the district average in all 
years from 2015-2018. Students identifying themselves as Two or More Races also had 
higher rates of dropout than the district average for 2016 and 2017. The dropout rate for 
White students is lower than for any other ethic/racial demographic group except Asian 
students. The trend in high school dropout shows broad fluctuation between 2014 and 
2019 in part because the performance of a few students in a particular ethnic/racial group 
can substantially impact the rate for that group because the overall count is low (Figure 
6).   
Figure 6  
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Dropout rates for males showed overall decrease from 2015 to 2018, yet 
disproportionality in dropout for students of color remained (Figure 7). The rate of 
dropout for all males in the Class of 2018 was 5%; however, the rate for Hispanic/Latino 
males was 9.5%, more than double the rate for White males who had the lowest rate of all 
ethnic/racial groups at 4%.   
 Figure 7  
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  The Office of Civil Rights Data Collection Center reports discipline statistics 
in two-year intervals beginning in 2009. The most recent data available for the district is 
from 2015 (Figure 8) and shows disproportionality in discipline consequences based on 
ethnicity - White and Asian students are disciplined at rates less than their percentage of 
the student population while every other ethnic/racial demographic group has higher rates 
of discipline consequences than their percentage of the student population.   
 Figure 8  
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Figure 9     
Office of Civil Rights Data Collection Center – In-School Suspensions - 2015  
 
 

































Office of Civil Rights Data Collection Center – Out-of-School Suspensions - 2015 
 
 
Figure 11     
 






































The district selected is an interesting place in which to conduct my study for four 
main reasons. The first reason has to do with structure. Nationally, rates of suspension 
increase dramatically from elementary school to middle school. Arcia (2007) examined 
the rates of suspension for students who were in sixth and seventh grades and found that 
suspensions of students were lower for students who attended K-8 schools than for those 
who attended middle schools, indicating that school practices around behavior are 
themselves a factor in suspension. Because all students in the study district attend fifth 
grade in an elementary school and sixth grade in one of the district’s middle schools, the 
impact of school structure on suspension is mitigated.   
A second factor is that the District began implementing PBIS in middle and high 
schools in 2013-14 and in elementary schools in 2014-15 and research on PBIS (Vincent, 
Tobin, Hawken & Frank, 2012; Sugai & Simonsen, 2012; Flannery, Fenning, McGrath 
Kato, & Bohanon, 2013; Simonsen et al., 2012) indicates that the implementation of 
PBIS is likely to contribute to a reduction in exclusionary discipline. The district trained 
administration and faculty on PBIS and all schools at elementary, middle, and high 
schools began implementation together.  
A third factor is that, in addition to PBIS, the District began teaching social-
emotional skills to all students in kindergarten and first grade in the 2015-16 school year, 
and followed with second and third grades in 2016-17, and fourth through eighth grades 
in 2017-18. The Second Step curriculum is being taught by classroom teachers and 
supported by counselors, social workers, and psychologists who use the curriculum to 
help teach and reinforce skills to students who need more practice.  
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The fourth and final reason is that the district added several certified elementary 
school counselors in the past few years which has increased the number of elementary 
schools with school counselors from five in 2013-14 to 19 in 2018-19. By 2018-19 nearly 
half of the 39 elementary schools in the District had a school counselor (Figure 9).  In the 
years of the study, all elementary school counselors were assigned to only one building 
and served as at least a .75 FTE counselor. Additionally, the allocation of other mental 
health resources in each building remained constant (i.e., school social work and school 
psychology time was not reduced) when a building added an elementary counselor. 
Figure 12  
Elementary Schools with a School Counselor  
 
These reasons are important because PBIS and the implementation of Second 
Step have been districtwide initiatives rather than something adopted by only a handful of 
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Number of Elementary Counselors
Title I Elementary Schools with a Counselor Non-Title I Elementary Schools with a Counselor
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more direct measure of the effect of a certified elementary school counselor. Also, most 
districts either provide certified elementary school counselors in all schools (often part-
time) or they have them in none (Table 4). This district has certified elementary school 
counselors full-time in some schools and not at all in others - there are no part-time 
certified elementary school counselors. The District provides a unique environment to 
examine the specific contribution of certified elementary school counselors to student 
behavior above and beyond other initiatives such as PBIS and implementation of a social-
emotional learning curriculum.  
Table 4  
Students with an Elementary School Counselor (5th Grade)  
All Schools (Title I and non-Title I)  Cohort #1  
Class of 2024  
(5th grade in 
2016-17)  
Cohort #2   
Class of 2025  
(5th grade in 
2017-18)  
Total number in the cohort during 5th grade  3,046  2,871  
Number of 5th grade students who attended a school 
with a counselor  
1,111  1,230  
Approximate percentage of 6th grade students who 
attended a school with a counselor in 5th grade (this 
is the highest possible percentage and does not 
account for mobility)  
36% 43% 
 Description of the Sample for the Study - Cohort Details  
Data used in this study will be collected about two cohorts of students who were 
in 5th and 6th grades in the District during the 2016-17 through 2018-19 school years. 
Students who were in 5th grade in 2016-17 and in 6th grade in 2017-18 are considered 
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the Class of 2024 (Cohort #1); students who were in 5th grade in 2017-18 and in 6th 
grade in 2018-19 are the Class of 2025 (Cohort #2). The data used will be archived data 
from the student information system and the identities of individual students will not be 
known to the principal investigator because the data file will be de-identified prior to her 
receiving it.   
Data from all students who were enrolled in 5th or 6th grade in 2016-17 through 
2018-19 in the District will be included in the initial file; however, students who did not 
complete their entire 5th grade year in the same elementary school and their entire 6th 
grade year in the district (verified through reports run in September, January, and May of 
each school year) will be excluded from the study unless the student was mandatorily 
reassigned to another school during 6th grade due to a discipline issue. Students who 
began the school year at one of the alternative learning sites (behavior programs) will not 
be included; however, a student assigned to an alternative learning site during the school 
year would likely have been assigned as a disciplinary consequence and therefore will be 
included.   
Management Plan, Permissions and Ethical Considerations  
           Approval for this study was obtained from the Institutional Review Board of the 
University of Nebraska-Lincoln and the study district. “Exempt” status was granted 
because the data used was de-identified prior to its release to the principal investigator.   
           Once approval from the Institutional Review Board was obtained, the deidentified 
data file was posted to the district’s secure server and a link sent to the principal 
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investigator. The principal investigator then downloaded the data file to her password-
protected computer.  
The principal investigator purchased licenses for the appropriate software to use 
for the analysis and installed it on her computer. This included IBM SPSS (Version 27) 
and Mplus (Version 8).   
The principal investigator is employed by the study district and supervises the 
counseling program for the district. The following details are important to safeguard the 
integrity of the research.   
• Counselors are appraised by their building administrators, not by the principal 
investigator.   
• It was not possible for the principal investigator to identify a particular elementary 
counselor when examining the data; therefore, it will not be possible to examine 
the performance of any individual counselor.   
• Consequences for misbehavior are imposed by administrators in 6th grade who 
are in different buildings than the elementary counselors whose programs are part 
of this study.   
Considerations  
The results of this study are limited to the sample described and are not 
generalizable outside of this group. Though the study group itself is large, the numbers of 
behavior incidents and discipline consequences are not evenly distributed among students 
or between schools. There are many students who experience no behavior referrals and 
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others who have multiple incidents and this should be considered when reviewing 
results.   
Evidence in the literature supports the overall positive impact of an elementary 
school counselor on academic achievement, school climate, and behavior within the 
elementary school. The focus of the study is to determine the impact of an elementary 
counseling program only on behavior referrals and discipline consequences of students in 
6th grade based on the counseling program they experienced in 5th grade. It would be 
well beyond the scope of this study to draw any conclusion about the impact of an 
elementary school counselor beyond this very specific area.  
  
 110 
Chapter Four - Results   
For this study, IBM SPSS Statistics (version 27) and Mplus (Version 8) were used 
to run both descriptive and inferential statistics on the data set. The Mann-Whitney U test 
was used to determine differences between groups of students who had a counselor and 
those who did not. Following this analysis, correlations among the variables were 
examined, and finally negative binomial regression was employed to study behavior 
referrals and discipline consequences based on individual student characteristics. Results 
are found below and summarized at the end of each section.   
Research Questions 1 and 2  
Primary Research Question 1 - PRQ1:  What impact, if any, does attending a 
school with a certified elementary school counselor who was providing a comprehensive 
school counseling program based on the ASCA National Model in 5th grade (final year in 
elementary school) have on the number of behavior referrals (minor and major) that a 
student receives in 6th grade (first year of middle school)?    
Primary Research Question 2 - PRQ2:  What impact, if any, does attending a 
school with a certified elementary school counselor who was providing a comprehensive 
school counseling program based on the ASCA National Model in 5th grade (final year in 
elementary school) have on the type of discipline consequence (detention, one 
day/class removal, in-school suspension, out-of-school suspension, reassignment, or 
expulsion) that a student receives following a discipline referral in 6th grade (first year of 
middle school)?  
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Data from both cohorts was combined for the analysis of Primary Research 
Questions 1 and 2. The combined data set includes a total of 5,263 students who attended 
39 different elementary schools and 12 middle schools during the two years studied.   
The dependent variables are Minor Behavior Incidents (MINBEH), Major 
Behavior Incidents (VMAJBEH), Exclusionary Consequences (BTXCONSQ), and 
Detention (BDET) that students received in 6th grade. The mean number of incidents per 
student is low and the median number of incidents and consequence for each dependent 
variable is zero. Descriptive statistics for the group of all students are presented in Table 
5.  
Table 5   
Descriptive Statistics  
Dependent variable  Mean  Median  Range  SD  Variance  
Minor Behavior Incidents 
(MINBEH)   
2.07  0.00  0-91  6.787  46.059  
Major Behavior Incidents 
(VMAJBEH)   
0.46  0.00  0-39  3.031  1.741  
Exclusionary Consequences 
Received (BTXCONSQ)   
0.24  0.00  0-13  .896  .946  
Detention Received 
(BDET)   
0.05  0.00  0-7  .115  .339  
  
 112 
The Mann-Whitney U test was used to examine differences in behavior referrals 
and discipline consequences between groups based on the counselor they had or did not 
have in 5th grade. The dependent variables are Minor Behavior incidents (MINBEH), 
Major Behavior incidents (VMAJBEH), Exclusionary Consequences assigned 
(BTXCONSQ), and Detention assigned (BDET) and the independent variable is the 
experience level of the counselor the student experienced in 5th grade: No Counselor, 
New Counselor (between one and three years of experience), and Experienced Counselor 
(four or more years of experience). Results are found in Tables 6, 7, 8, and 9.  
Table 6  
Primary Research Question 1: Minor Behavior   
Minor 
Behavior    




Rank U = z = p = 
No Counselor  3205 0.34 2.01 1911.54 98859.00 -0.156 0.876 
New 
Counselor  619 0.34 2.16 1917.49 
   
 
















Counselor  1439 0.35 2.15 2330.66 



















Counselor  1439 0.35 2.15 1030.09 
   
Table 7  
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Primary Research Question 1: Major Behavior  
Major 
Behavior    
All Students N 
Grouped 
Median Mean Mean Rank U = z = p = 
No Counselor  3205 0.17 0.46 1914.03 987031.00 -0.308 0.758 
New 
Counselor  619 0.17 0.44 1904.56 
   
 
No Counselor  3205 0.17 0.46 2317.57 2290184.50 -0.584 0.559 
Experienced 
Counselor  1439 0.18 0.46 2333.49 
   
 
New 
Counselor  619 0.17 0.44 1020.89 440040.00 -0.669 0.504 
Experienced 
Counselor  1439 0.18 0.46 1033.20 
   
Table 8  
Primary Research Question 2: Exclusionary Discipline Consequences  
Exclusionary 
Consequences 
All Students N 
Grouped 
Median Mean Mean Rank U = z = p = 
No Counselor  3205 0.11 0.24 1917.35 976402.00 -1.168 0.243 
New Counselor  619 0.09 0.21 1887.39 
   
 
No Counselor  3205 0.11 0.24 2317.11 2288718.00 -0.756 0.449 
Experienced 
Counselor  1439 0.12 0.25 2334.51 
   
 
New Counselor  619 0.09 0.21 1012.74 434997.00 -1.562 0.118 
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Experienced 
Counselor  1439 0.12 0.25 1036.71 
   
Table 9  
Primary Research Question 2: Detention as a Disciplinary Consequence  
Detention     
All Students N 
Grouped 
Median Mean Mean Rank U = z = p = 
No Counselor  3205 0.04 0.06 1912.91 990625.50 -0.162 0.872 
New 
Counselor  619 0.04 0.05 1910.36 
   
 
No Counselor  3205 0.04 0.06 2324.19 2299624.00 -0.468 0.640 
Experienced 
Counselor  1439 0.03 0.05 2318.07 
   
 
New 
Counselor  619 0.04 0.05 1030.54 444731.50 -0.163 0.870 
Experienced 
Counselor  1439 0.03 0.05 1029.06 
   
 Summary Primary Research Questions 1 and 2  
Primary Research Question 1 - PRQ1:  The results of the Mann-Whitney U test 
indicate that when all students are considered, students who attended 5th grade (final year 
of elementary school) in a school with a new or experienced certified elementary school 
counselor who is providing a comprehensive school counseling program based on the 
ASCA National Model are not significantly different from their peers without an 
elementary school counselor in the number of minor or major behavior incidents in 6th 
grade.  
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Primary Research Question 2 - PRQ2:  When all students are considered, students 
who attended 5th grade (final year of elementary school) in a school with a new or 
experienced certified elementary school counselor who is providing a comprehensive 
school counseling program based on the ASCA National Model are not significantly 
different from their peers without an elementary school counselor in terms of the number 
of discipline consequences received in 6th grade.   
Extended Analysis - Primary Research Questions 1 and 2  
Though there no significant differences were found between groups based on 
elementary counselors when considering the entire group of students, there are additional 
details that are important. Though the mean number of incidents and consequences are 
low for the entire group of students, there are varying patterns within the whole group 
which have implications for this study. The majority of students (n=3,031; 57.6%) 
attended a non-Title I school in 5th grade but just under half of students attended a non-
Title I school in both 5th and 6th grades (n=2,599; 49.4%). The table below (Table 10) 
shows the number of students who attended Title I and non-Title I schools in 5th and 6th 
grades.   
Table 10  
Title I/Non-Title I School Attendance Patterns 
All Students A5A6 (N=5,263) Data File Name n 
Title I in 5th Grade/Title I in 6th Grade T5T6 1,474 
Title I in 5th Grade/Non-Title I in 6th Grade T5N6 758 
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Non-Title I in 5th Grade/Title I in 6th Grade N5T6 432 
Non-Title I in 5th Grade/Non-Title I in 6th Grade N5N6 2,599 
Large differences based on attendance patterns in 5th and 6th grades were found 
in the numbers of students who had behavior incidents and discipline consequences. The 
table below (Table 11) provides details about the attendance pattern of students with at 
least one behavior incident and consequence. Each cell shows the number of students 
with at least one incident (also expressed as a percentage of that group) as well as the 
total number of incidents in the group (also expressed as a percentage of the total number 
of incidents) and the range.  
Table 11  
Behavior Referrals and Discipline Consequences by Student Attendance Pattern  
 T5T6 T5N6 N5T6 N5N6 A5A6 
 n=1,474 n=758 n=432 n=2,599 N=5,263 
Minor Behavior      
Number of students in this 
group with one or more minor 
behavior referral (Percent of 











      
Total number of minor 
behavior referrals occurring in 












      
Range 1-91 1-41 1-63 1-73 1-91 
      
Major Behavior       
Number of students in this 
group with one or more major 
behavior referrals (Percent of 












      
Total number of major 
behavior referrals occurring in 












      
Range 1-18 1-39 1-9 1-23 1-39 
      
Exclusionary Discipline      
Number of students in this 
group with one or more 
incidents of exclusionary 
discipline (Percent of group 












      
Total number of incidents of 
exclusionary discipline 
occurring in this group 











      
Range 1-12 1-13 1-8 1-10 1-13 
      
Detention      
Number of students in this 
group with one or more 
incidents of detention 












      
Total number of incidents of 
detention occurring in this 












      
Range 1-7 1-5 1-2 1-6 1-7 
  Students who attended Title I schools in both 5th and 6th grades have the 
highest proportion of minor and major behavior incidents and exclusionary 
consequences. The per capita incidence of detention for these students shows that they 
are less likely than students in other groups to receive detention - a discipline 
consequence that does not exclude students from the classroom or school. This pattern of 
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behavior and consequences warrants further examination of the group of students who 
attended Title I schools in both 5th and 6th grades.  
Of the 20 Title I elementary schools in the study district, eight of them had an 
elementary school counselor in the first year of the study (2016-17) and one additional 
Title I school added an elementary counselor in the second year of the study (2017-18). 
During the same years, there were five non-Title I elementary schools with a school 
counselor in 2016-17 and six non-Title I elementary schools with a school counselor in 
2017-18. (Note that all middle schools have school counselors so students in 6th grade all 
had access to a school counseling program.)  
In the two years of the study, there were 1,474 students who attended a Title I 
school in both 5th and 6th grades. Because these students as a group have proportionally 
more discipline incidents and exclusionary consequences, it is meaningful to consider the 
impact of a elementary school counselor on this subgroup. The three categories of 
counselor in the group of students who attended a Title I school in 5th and 6th grades 
were: No Counselor (n=696), New Counselor (n=325), and Experienced Counselor 
(n=453). Data about students who attended Title I schools in both 5th and 6th grades is 
presented in Tables, 12, 13, 14 and 15.  
Table 12  
Title I in Both 5th and 6th: Minor Behavior Referrals  
Title 5 Title 6 




Rank U = z = p = 
No Counselor  696 0.64 4.47 504.17 108343.50 -1.200 0.230 
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New Counselor  325 0.69 6.44 525.64 
   
        
No Counselor  696 0.64 4.47 595.59 143380.50 -2.931 0.003 
Experienced 
Counselor  453 0.48 2.65 543.51 
   
        
New Counselor  325 0.69 6.44 417.84 64403.50 -3.388 0.001 
Experienced 
Counselor  453 0.48 2.65 369.17 
   
Table 13  
Title I in Both 5th and 6th: Major Behavior Referrals  
Title 5 Title 6 
Major Behavior N 
Grouped 
Median Mean Mean Rank U = z = p = 
No Counselor  696 0.3 0.71 512.74 111887.50 -0.361 0.718 
New Counselor  325 0.29 0.65 507.27 
   
        
No Counselor  696 0.3 0.71 576.66 156491.50 -2.740 0.784 
Experienced 
Counselor  453 0.29 0.67 572.46 
   
        
New Counselor  325 0.29 0.65 388.73 73363.00 -0.106 0.916 
Experienced 
Counselor  453 0.29 0.67 390.05 
   
 Table 14  
Title I in Both 5th and 6th: Exclusionary Consequences  




Median Mean Mean Rank U = z = p = 
No Counselor  696 0.24 0.48 507.44 110620.00 -0.775 0.438 
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New Counselor  325 0.27 0.58 518.63 
   
        
No Counselor  696 0.24 0.48 578.77 155018.50 -0.670 0.503 
Experienced 
Counselor  453 0.22 0.42 569.2 
   
        
New Counselor  325 0.27 0.58 398.18 70790.00 -1.270 0.204 
Experienced 
Counselor  453 0.22 0.42 383.27 
   
Table 15  
Title I in Both 5th and 6th: Detention as a Discipline Consequence  
Title 5 Title 6 
Detention N 
Grouped 
Median Mean Mean Rank U = z = p = 
No Counselor  696 0.03 0.05 514.37 110753.50 -1.924 0.054 
New Counselor  325 0.01 0.02 503.78 
   
        
No Counselor  696 0.03 0.05 568.46 153093.00 -2.320 0.020 
Experienced 
Counselor  453 0.06 0.1 585.05 
   
        
New Counselor  325 0.01 0.02 378.27 69964.00 -3.430 0.001 
Experienced 
Counselor  453 0.06 0.1 397.55 
   
  
Summary of Extended Analysis for Primary Research Questions 1 and 2.  
The results of the Mann-Whitney U test on the subset of students who attended a 
Title I school in both 5th and 6th grades showed significant differences as follows:   
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Minor behavior incidents: students who had an experienced counselor had 
significantly fewer minor behavior incidents than did students without a counselor or 
with a new counselor.  
Major behavior incidents: students who had either a new counselor or an 
experienced counselor had fewer major behavior incidents than did students without a 
counselor; however, these differences were not significant.   
Exclusionary discipline consequences: students who had an experienced 
counselor had fewer incidents of exclusionary consequences than did students with a new 
counselor or no counselor; however, these differences were not significant.   
Detention as a consequence: students who had an experienced counselor had 
significantly more incidents of detention assigned as a consequence than did students 
who had a new counselor.  
Summary of Primary Research Question 1 with Extended Analysis.  
When all students in all schools are considered, there is no significant difference 
in the number of minor or major behavior incidents students experience based on whether 
they had no elementary counselor, a new elementary counselor, or an experienced 
elementary counselor. However, students who attended Title I schools in both 5th and 6th 
grades and who had an experienced elementary counselor had significantly fewer 
incidents of minor behavior referrals than did students with either a new elementary 
counselor or no elementary counselor.   
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Summary of Primary Research Question 2 with Extended Analysis.  
When all students in all schools are considered, there is no significant difference 
in the number of times a student received exclusionary consequences or detention based 
on whether they had no elementary counselor, a new elementary counselor, or an 
experienced elementary counselor. However, students who attended Title I schools in 
both 5th and 6th grades and who had an experienced elementary counselor had 
significantly more times when they were assigned to detention as a discipline 
consequence than did students who had a new counselor.   
Secondary Research Questions- Correlations and Demographic Variables  
After the primary research questions were answered, secondary questions related 
to student characteristics were examined. These characteristics are gender, ethnicity, 
disability, socioeconomic status of the student’s family, participation in the English 
Language Learner program, and being older than other students in their grade. The first 
step in this examination is to determine the relationships among these characteristics by 
running a correlation matrix.  
The correlation matrix of variables shows a very strong relationship (0.837) 
between VMAJBEH (major behavior incidents) and BTXCONSQ (incidents of 
exclusionary discipline) and a moderate relationship (0.575) between VMAJBEH and 
BDET (incidents of detention). Students do not receive discipline consequences (either 
exclusionary discipline or detention) unless there is a behavior incident so this 
relationship is to be expected.   
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There is a weak relationship (0.357) between MINBEH (minor behavior 
incidents) and VMAJBEH (major behavior incidents). The relationship between 
MINBEH and VMAJBEH helps to account for the relationships between MINBEH and 
BTXCONSQ and MINBEH and BDET of 0.395 and 0.303 respectively. Students who 
have minor behavior incidents may receive discipline consequences or they may have 
major behavior incidents that lead to a discipline consequence.  
Regarding individual or family characteristics, the strongest relationship - though 
weak - is the relationship between students who have been identified with an emotional 
disturbance (ED) and who have incidents of VMAJBEH (0.342) and BTXCONSQ 
(0.345). Students who participate in the Free or Reduced-Price Meal program (FRL) are 
weakly correlated with identifying as Black at 0.230 or Latinx (HISPANIC) at 0.235. 
Correlations between variables not listed were very weak (less than 0.2).  
A correlation matrix for the school characteristic of Title I elementary school 
(TITLE5) shows a strong relationship between students who participate in the 
Free/Reduced-Price Meal program (FRL) and TITLE5 (0.478). Schools are identified as 
Title I schools due to high numbers of students who participate in the Free or Reduced-
Price Meal program so a strong relationship is to be expected. All other correlations were 
very weak (less than 0.2).  
Previous research indicates several individual factors that contribute to higher 
rates of behavior referrals and discipline consequences. Based on this research, these 
individual student characteristics were examined: gender, family socioeconomic status 
(participation in the Free or Reduced-Price Meal program is used as a proxy for poverty), 
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race or ethnicity, receiving special education services based on a specific diagnosis, 
participating in the English Language Learner program, and being older than other 
students in their grade.   
Incidents of behavior referrals and discipline consequences based on student 
characteristics were then explored using negative binomial regression. The IRR column 
shows the Incidence Rate Ratio which gives information about the extent to which 
incidents occur. As an example, in Table 16, the IRR for male students is 3.741, meaning 
that such a student has 3.741 times the number of incidents as a student who is not male. 
This result is significant at p < .01. Tables 16, 17, 18, and 19 show the predicted 
outcomes for behavior incidents and consequences by student characteristics for students 
at all schools.  
Table 16  
All Students All Schools: Minor Behavior Referrals by Student Characteristics  
Minor Behavior Referrals 
All Students N=5,263 
    95% Confidence 
Interval 
 n b p IRR Lower Upper 
Male (GENDER)  2,655 1.319 0.000 3.741 3.190 4.388 
Participant in Free/Reduced Meal 
program (FRL)  
 
 
2,395 1.253 0.000 3.501 2.963 4.136 
   Race/Ethnicity  
 
     
BLACK/AFRICAN-
AMERICAN   
 
308 0.820 0.000 2.271 1.630 3.164 
Latinx (HISPANIC)  685 0.220 0.067 1.247 0.985 1.578 
Am. Indian/Alaska Native 
Asian/Hawaiian/Pac. Islander 
(OTHRNWHT)   
 
 
244 -0.402 0.038 0.669 0.458 0.977 
Multiracial/Multiethnic (TWO 
OR MORE)  
 
450 0.729 0.000 2.073 1.575 2.728 
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WHITE   3,576 -0.414 0.000 0.661 0.556 0.785 
   Receives Special  
   Education  
   Services - combined  





908 0.505 0.000 1.658 1.354 2.030 
AUTISM  98 0.643 0.021 1.902 1.101 3.285 
Emotional Disturbance (ED)   79 1.488 0.000 4.430 2.443 8.032 
Other Health Impairment (OHI)  159 0.641 0.004 1.898 1.231 2.925 
Specific Learning Disability 
(SLD)  
 
383 0.280 0.061 1.323 0.987 1.774 
Other Disability (OTHRDISB)  182 -0.488 0.027 0.614 0.399 0.945 
Participant in English Language 
Learner program (ELL)  
 
 
141 -0.561 0.023 0.570 0.352 0.926 




290 -0.138 0.427 0.871 0.620 1.224 
 
Table 17  
All Students All Schools: Major Behavior Referrals by Student Characteristics  
Major Behavior Referrals 
All Students N=5,263 
    95% Confidence 
Interval 
 n b p IRR Lower Upper 
Male (GENDER)  2,655 1.067  0.000  2.908  2.443  3.462  
Participant in Free/Reduced 
Meal program (FRL)  
 
 
2,395 1.162  0.000  3.195  2.668  3.827  
   Race/Ethnicity  
 
          
BLACK/AFRICAN-
AMERICAN   
 
308 0.580  0.000  1.786  1.295  2.462  
Latinx (HISPANIC)  685 0.312  0.011  1.366  1.073  1.739  
Am. Indian/Alaska Native 
Asian/Hawaiian/Pac. Islander 
(OTHRNWHT)   
 
 
244 -0.923  0.000  0.397  0.238  0.662  
Multiracial/Multiethnic (TWO 
OR MORE)  
 
450 0.778  0.000  2.178  1.660  2.857  
WHITE   3,576 -0.379  0.000  0.685  0.571  0.821  
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   Receives Special  
   Education  
   Services - combined  





908 1.093  0.000  2.982  2.442  3.642  
AUTISM  98 1.389  0.000  4.01  2.431  6.614  
Emotional Disturbance (ED)   79 2.328  0.000  10.261  6.091  17.286  
Other Health Impairment 
(OHI)  
 
159 1.210  0.000  3.352  2.254  4.986  
Specific Learning Disability 
(SLD)  
 




182 0.248  0.264  1.281  0.830  1.977  
Participant in English 




141 -0.809  0.004  0.445  0.256  0.775  
Older than other students in 
grade (OVERAGE)  
 
 
290 0.008  0.967  1.008  0.700  1.452  
 
Table 18  
All Students All Schools: Exclusionary Discipline Incidents by Student Characteristics  
Exclusionary Discipline 
Consequences 
All Students N=5,263 
     
95% Confidence 
Interval 
 n b p IRR Lower Upper 
Male (GENDER)  2,655 1.052  0.000  2.864  2.323  3.531  
Participant in Free/Reduced 
Meal program (FRL)  
 
 
2,395 1.349  0.000  3.855  3.095  4.802  
   Race/Ethnicity  
 
          
BLACK/AFRICAN-
AMERICAN   
 
308 0.753  0.000  2.124  1.486  3.037  
Latinx (HISPANIC)  685 0.431  0.002  1.539  1.169  2.026  
Am. Indian/Alaska Native 
Asian/Hawaiian/Pac. Islander 
(OTHRNWHT)   
 
 
244 -0.595  0.046  0.552  0.308  0.989  
Multiracial/Multiethnic (TWO 
OR MORE)  
 
450 0.892  0.000  2.441  1.792  3.325  
WHITE   3,576 -0.492  0.000  0.611  0.495  0.755  
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   Receives Special  
   Education  
   Services - combined  





908 1.076  0.000  2.932  2.339  3.675  
AUTISM  98 1.086  0.000  2.963  1.654  5.309  
Emotional Disturbance (ED)   79 2.375  0.000  10.755  6.220  18.598  
Other Health Impairment 
(OHI)  
 
159 0.932  0.000  2.540  1.617  3.989  
Specific Learning Disability 
(SLD)  
 




182 0.560  0.021  1.750  1.088  2.815  
Participant in English 




141 -0.447  0.141  0.640  0.353  1.159  
Older than other students in 
grade (OVERAGE)  
 
 
290 0.132  0.550  1.141  0.741  1.757  
 
Table 19  
All Students All Schools: Incidents of Detention by Student Characteristics  
 
Incidents of Detention  
All Students N=5,263 
     
95% Confidence 
Interval 
 n b p IRR Lower Upper 
Male (GENDER)  2,655 0.799  0.000  2.222  1.675  2.948  
Participant in Free/Reduced 
Meal program (FRL)  
 
 
2,395 1.108  0.000  3.029  2.247  4.084  
   Race/Ethnicity  
 
          
BLACK/AFRICAN-
AMERICAN   
 
308 -0.017  0.943  0.983  0.614  1.574  
Latinx (HISPANIC)  685 0.024  0.895  1.024  0.720  1.457  
Am. Indian/Alaska Native 
Asian/Hawaiian/Pac. Islander 
(OTHRNWHT)   
 
 
244 -2.344  0.020  0.096  0.013  0.692  
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Multiracial/Multiethnic (TWO 
OR MORE)  
 
450 0.151  0.454  1.163  0.784  1.725  
WHITE   3,576 0.090  0.503  1.094  0.841  1.423  
   Receives Special  
   Education  
   Services - combined  





908 1.068  0.000  2.909  2.257  3.749  
AUTISM  98 0.729  0.037  2.074  1.045  4.116  
Emotional Disturbance (ED)   79 1.951  0.000  7.036  4.513  10.970  
Other Health Impairment 
(OHI)  
 
159 1.425  0.000  4.156  2.761  6.257  
Specific Learning Disability 
(SLD)  
 




182 -0.460  0.322  0.631  0.254  1.568  
Participant in English 





141 -2.074  0.040  0.126  0.017  0.910  
Older than other students in 
grade (OVERAGE)  
 
 
290 -0.183  0.539  0.832  0.464  1.494  
 
Negative binomial regression was then used to explore the influence of 
demographic variables of the individual students on the impact of an elementary school 
counselor with regard to behavior referrals and discipline consequences of students in 6th 
grade. This additional analysis was performed only for the group of students who 
attended Title I schools in both 5th and 6th grades because this is the subgroup with the 
most behavior referrals and exclusionary consequences as well as the highest proportion 
of students in who participate in the free or reduced-price meal program and whose 
racial/ethnic identity is not white.    
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In order to examine the impact of an elementary counselor on behavior outcomes 
based on student characteristics, a separate data set for each of the characteristics was 
created from the group of students who attended Title I schools in both 5th and 6th grade. 
Negative binomial regression was then used to predict the expected outcome of the 
dependent variable which is expressed as the Incidence Rate Ratio.    
The tables below show the predicted counts of the dependent variables (minor and 
major behavior referrals and exclusionary consequences and detention) based on 
counselor levels (independent variable). The levels of counselor are Experienced 
Counselor = 2, New Counselor = 1, and No Counselor = 0.    
The IRR column shows the Incidence Rate Ratio which gives information about 
the extent to which incidents occur. As an example, in Table 20, the IRR for male 
students who had an experienced counselor in 5th grade is 0.647, meaning that such a 
student has .647 of the number of incidents as a student who did not have a counselor. 
This can also be expressed as a percentage: students with an experienced counselor 
received 64.7% of the number of referrals a student without a counselor received or 
expressed another way, such a student had 35.3% fewer referrals than a student without a 
counselor. The probability of this occurring by chance is less than five percent (p < .05) 
and the calculated probability is less than 2.4%  (p = 0.024).   
The predicted counts for the independent variable experience level of counselor 
are calculated with No Counselor as the baseline so the Incidence Rate Ratio (IRR) is 
always “1” for No Counselor (Tables 20-29). Categories were subdivided whenever there 
were at least 30 students. There were not enough cases for a separate analysis for students 
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who are overage for their grade or for students diagnosed with autism, emotional 
disturbance, other health impairment, or other disability so there is a broad category of 
students who receive special education services and a category for those who have been 
diagnosed with a specific learning disability.  
In some instances, there were fewer than 30 students in either the “Experienced 
Counselor” or “New Counselor” group so they were combined into “Any Counselor” and 
compared to the “No Counselor” group. The analysis was also only performed if there 
were at least 30 students in that group who had at least one incident of the behavior 
referral or discipline consequence.   
Table 20  
SRQ1 - Gender: Likelihood of Incidents for Male Students Attending Title I Schools in 
Both 5th and 6th Grades  
T5T6 - Male          95% Confidence 
Interval  
Level of Counselor  n  b  p  IRR  Lower  Upper  
Minor Behavior Referrals              
Experienced Counselor  230  -0.436  0.024  0.647  0.443  0.944  
New Counselor  155  0.222  0.297  1.249  0.823  1.895  
No Counselor (baseline)  358  0  .  1  .  .  
              
Major Behavior Referrals             
Experienced Counselor  230  0.038  0.840  1.038  0.72  1.498  
New Counselor  155  -0.105  0.612  0.900  0.600  1.351  
No Counselor (baseline)  358  0  .  1  .  .  
              
Exclusionary Discipline 
Consequences  
            
Experienced Counselor  230  0.001  0.995  1.001  0.689  1.454  
New Counselor  155  0.169  0.404  1.184  0.796  1.761  
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No Counselor (baseline)  358  0  .  1  .  .  
              
Detention as a Consequence             
Experienced Counselor  230  0.569  0.075  1.766  0.945  3.302  
New Counselor  155  -2.66  0.010  0.070  0.009  0.535  
No Counselor (baseline)  358  0  .  1  .  .  
 Table 21  
SRQ2 - Race/Ethnicity: Likelihood of Incidents for Black Students Attending Title I 
Schools in Both 5th and 6th Grades 
T5T6 - Black          95% Confidence 
Interval  
Level of Counselor  n  b  p  IRR  Lower  Upper  
Minor Behavior Referrals              
Experienced Counselor  36  -0.909  0.051  0.403  0.162  1.003  
New Counselor  57  0.516  0.156  1.676  0.822  3.416  
No Counselor (baseline)  84  0  .  1  .  .  
              
Major Behavior Referrals             
Experienced Counselor  36  -0.154  0.666  0.858  0.427  1.723  
New Counselor  57  -0.678  0.037  0.508  0.269  0.959  
No Counselor (baseline)  84  0  .  1  .  .  
              
Exclusionary Discipline 
Consequences  
            
Experienced Counselor  36  0.011  0.977  1.011  0.487  2.096  
New Counselor  57  -0.39  0.240  0.677  0.353  1.297  
No Counselor (baseline)  84  0  .  1  .  .  
              
Detention as a Consequence             
Too few to analyze       
Table 22   
SRQ2 - Race/Ethnicity: Likelihood of Incidents for Latinx/Hispanic Students Attending 
Title I Schools in Both 5th and 6th Grades  
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T5T6 - Latinx          95% Confidence 
Interval  
Level of Counselor  n b p IRR Lower Upper 
Minor Behavior Referrals  
 
     
Experienced Counselor  64 -0.185 0.687 0.831 0.338 2.046 
New Counselor  64 -0.268 0.497 0.765 0.353 1.657 
No Counselor (baseline)  206 0 . 1 . . 
        
Major Behavior Referrals       
Experienced Counselor  64 1.081 0.011 2.947 1.282 6.772 
New Counselor  64 -0.111 0.787 0.895 0.4 2.002 
No Counselor (baseline)  206 0 . 1 . . 
        
Exclusionary Discipline 
Consequences   
     
Experienced Counselor  64 1.259 0.005 3.52 1.459 8.491 
New Counselor  64 0.12 0.786 1.127 0.476 2.673 
No Counselor (baseline)  206 0 . 1 . . 
        
Detention as a Consequence 
– too few to analyze  
     
Too few to analyze        
Table 23  
SRQ2 - Race/Ethnicity: Likelihood of Incidents for American Indian/Native Alaskan, 
Asian, or Hawaiian/Pacific Islander Students Attending Title I Schools in Both 5th and 
6th Grades  
T5T6 – Other Not White           95% Confidence 
Interval  
Level of Counselor  n  b  p  IRR  Lower  Upper  
Minor Behavior Referrals              
Any Counselor  39  0.106  0.207  1.111  0.943  1.31  
No Counselor (baseline) 58  0  .  1  .  .  
        
Other areas had too few cases to analyze.,     
Table 24  
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SRQ2 - Race/Ethnicity: Likelihood of Incidents for Multiracial/Multiethnic Students 
Attending Title I Schools in Both 5th and 6th Grades  
T5T6 - Multiethnic/Multiracial         95% Confidence 
Interval  
Level of Counselor  n  b  p  IRR  Lower  Upper  
Minor Behavior Referrals  
 
     
Experienced Counselor  45 -1.440 0.001 0.237 0.101 0.556 
New Counselor  37 0.113 0.813 1.120 0.438 2.859 
No Counselor (baseline)  77 0 . 1 . . 
        
Major Behavior Referrals       
Experienced Counselor  45 -0.924 0.025 0.397 0.177 0.890 
New Counselor  37 0.265 0.532 1.304 0.567 2.997 
No Counselor (baseline)  77 0 . 1 . . 
        
Exclusionary Discipline 
Consequences  
      
Experienced Counselor  45 -0.659 0.113 0.518 0.229 1.168 
New Counselor  37 0.51 0.227 1.665 0.728 3.807 
No Counselor (baseline)  77 0 . 1 . . 
        
Detention as a Consequence       
Too few to analyze        
 Table 25  
SRQ2 - Race/Ethnicity: Likelihood of Incidents for White Students Attending Title I 
Schools in Both 5th and 6th Grades  
T5T6 - White          95% Confidence 
Interval  
Level of Counselor  n  b  p  IRR  Lower  Upper  
Minor Behavior Referrals  
 
     
Experienced Counselor  273 -0.166 0.422 0.847 0.565 1.27 
New Counselor  163 0.17 0.47- 1.185 0.748 1.877 
No Counselor (baseline)  271 0 . 1 . . 
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Major Behavior Referrals       
Experienced Counselor  273 0.159 0.451 1.172 0.776 1.77 
New Counselor  163 -0.286 0.241 0.751 0.466 1.211 
No Counselor (baseline)  271 0 . 1 . . 
        
Exclusionary Discipline 
Consequences  
      
Experienced Counselor  273 0.067 0.765 1.069 0.689 1.66 
New Counselor  163 0.187 0.446 1.206 0.745 1.95 
No Counselor (baseline)  271 0 . 1 . . 
        
Detention as a Consequence       
Too few to analyze        
Table 26  
SRQ3 - Disability: Likelihood of Incidents for Students Receiving Special Education 
Services and Attending Title I Schools in Both 5th and 6th Grades   
T5T6 – SPED (all)          95% Confidence 
Interval  
Level of Counselor  n  b  p  IRR  Lower  Upper  
Minor Behavior Referrals  
 
     
Experienced Counselor  85 0.374 0.217 1.453 0.802 2.631 
New Counselor  87 0.509 0.082 1.664 0.938 2.954 
No Counselor (baseline)  184 0 . 1 . . 
        
Major Behavior Referrals       
Experienced Counselor  85 0.439 0.088 1.551 0.938 2.565 
New Counselor  87 -0.221 0.406 0.802 0.477 1.349 
No Counselor (baseline)  184 0 . 1 . . 
        
Exclusionary Discipline 
Consequences  
      
Experienced Counselor  85 0.302 0.257 1.353 0.803 2.279 
New Counselor  87 0.153 0.565 1.166 0.692 1.963 
No Counselor (baseline)  184 0 . 1 . . 
        
Detention as a Consequence             
Too few to analyze        
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Table 27  
SRQ3 - Disability: Likelihood of Incidents for Students Identified with Specific Learning 
Disability and Attending Title I Schools in Both 5th and 6th Grades  
T5T6 - SLD          95% Confidence 
Interval  
Level of Counselor  n  b  p  IRR  Lower  Upper  
Minor Behavior Referrals              
Experienced Counselor  34 1.01 0.035 2.745 1.074 7.017 
New Counselor  36 0.477 0.300 1.612 0.654 3.971 
No Counselor (baseline)  101 0 . 1 . . 
        
Major Behavior Referrals       
Experienced Counselor  34 1.026 0.013 2.791 1.246 6.252 
New Counselor  36 -0.042 0.926 0.959 0.398 2.311 
No Counselor (baseline)  101 0 . 1 . . 
        
Exclusionary Discipline 
Consequences  
      
Experienced Counselor  34 0.909 0.021 2.482 1.146 5.375 
New Counselor  36 0.383 0.373 1.467 0.632 3.408 
No Counselor (baseline)  101 0 . 1 . . 
        
Detention as a Consequence       
Too few to analyze        
Table 28  
SRQ4 - Socioeconomic Status: Likelihood of Incidents for Students Participating in the 
Free/Reduced-Price Meal Program and Attending Title I Schools in Both 5th and 6th 
Grades  
T5T6 - FRL          95% Confidence 
Interval  
Level of Counselor  n  b  p  IRR  Lower  Upper  
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Minor Behavior Referrals              
Experienced Counselor  286 -0.349 0.053 0.705 0.495 1.005 
New Counselor  277 0.250 0.160 1.284 0.906 1.821 
No Counselor (baseline)  583 0 . 1 . . 
        
Major Behavior Referrals       
Experienced Counselor  286 0.078 0.636 1.081 0.782 1.495 
New Counselor  277 -0.324 0.058 0.723 0.518 1.011 
No Counselor (baseline)  583 0 . 1 . . 
        
Exclusionary Discipline 
Consequences  
      
Experienced Counselor  286 0.152 0.383 1.164 0.828 1.637 
New Counselor  277 0.039 0.825 1.039 0.737 1.467 
No Counselor (baseline)  583 0 . 1 . . 
        
Detention as a Consequence       
Experienced Counselor  286 0.577 0.034 1.781 1.043 3.041 
New Counselor  277 -2.218 0.003 0.109 0.026 0.461 
No Counselor (baseline)  583 0 . 1 . . 
Table 29  
SRQ5 - English Language Learner Program: Likelihood of Incidents for Students 
Participating in the English Language Learner Program and Attending Title I Schools in 
Both 5th and 6th Grades  
T5T6 - ELL          95% Confidence 
Interval  
Level of Counselor  n  b  p  IRR  Lower  Upper  
Minor Behavior Referrals              
Any Counselor  46 0.568 0.386 1.764 0.489 6.363 
No Counselor (baseline)  68 0 . 1 . .  
      
   Other areas had too few cases to analyze     
 Summary Secondary Research Questions.   
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Across all students attending all schools, students who are likely to have the 
highest incidents of behavior referrals and discipline consequences generally follow 
national trends with the exception of students who participate in the English Language 
Learning Program and those who are overage for their grade. The table below (Table 30) 
summarizes the results from Tables 16, 17, 18, and 19.  
Table 30  
Summary of SRQ1 – SRQ6 Results for All Students, All Schools: Predicted Behavior 
Referral and Discipline Consequences by Student Characteristics  
Students who:  Are predicted to have ---- times more or (fewer) 
incidents of this behavior referral or discipline 
consequence when compared to peers without that 
characteristic.  








Male (GENDER)  3.7*** 2.9*** 2.9*** 2.2*** 
Participate in Free/Reduced 
Meal program (FRL)  3.5*** 3.2*** 3.9*** 3.0*** 
   Race/Ethnicity      
BLACK/African American 2.3*** 1.8*** 2.1*** 1.0 
Latinx (HISPANIC)  1.3* 1.4** 1.5*** 1.0 
Am. Indian/Alaska Native 
Asian/Hawaiian/Pac. Islander 
(OTHRNWHT)   (0.7)** (0.4)*** (0.6)** (0.1)** 
Multiracial/Multiethnic (TWO 
OR MORE)  2.1*** 2.2*** 2.4*** 1.2 
WHITE   (0.7)*** (0.7)*** (0.6)*** 1.1 
   Receive Special Education      
   Services - (all SPED)  1.7*** 3.0*** 2.9*** 2.9*** 
AUTISM  1.9*** 4.0*** 3.0*** 2.1** 
Emotional Disturbance (ED)   4.4*** 10.3*** 10.8*** 7.0*** 
Other Health Impairment (OHI)  1.9*** 3.4*** 2.5*** 4.2*** 
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Specific Learning Disability 
(SLD)  1.3* 1.7*** 1.7*** 2.2*** 
Other Disability (OTHRDISB)  (0.6)** 1.3 1.8** (0.6) 
Participate in English Language 
Learner program (ELL)  (0.6)** (0.5)** (0.6) (0.1)** 
Older than other students in 
grade (OVERAGE)  (0.9) 1.0 1.1 (0.8) 
*p < 0.10; **p < 0.05; ***p < .01  
The tables below summarize the impact of an elementary school counselor on 
students who attended Title I schools in both 5th and 6th grades when various student 
characteristics are considered. The student characteristics listed are those that are found 
in the literature to be associated with higher rates of exclusionary discipline (Tables 20-
29). Table 31 is the summary of the impact of an experienced elementary school 
counselor and Table 32 is the summary of the impact of a new elementary counselor. A 
mark of “---” indicates there were too few cases in that category for an analysis to be 
performed.  
Table 31  
Summary of SRQ 1 - SRQ6 Results: Student Characteristics of Students Attending Title I 
Schools in Both 5th and 6th Grades – Experienced Counselor  
Students with this 
characteristic who have an 
experienced elementary 
counselor in 5th grade 
Are predicted to have ---- times more or (fewer) incidents 
of this behavior referral or discipline consequence when 
compared to peers who do not have a counselor 








Male (GENDER)  (0.7)** 1.0 1.0 1.8 
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Participate in Free/Reduced 
Meal program (FRL)  (0.7)* 1.1 1.2 1.8* 
   Race/Ethnicity      
BLACK/AFRICAN-
AMERICAN   (0.4)* (0.9) 1.0 --- 
Latinx (HISPANIC)  (0.8) 3.0** 3.5*** --- 
Am. Indian/Alaska Native 
Asian/Hawaiian/Pac. Islander 
(OTHRNWHT)   --- --- --- --- 
Multiracial/Multiethnic (TWO 
OR MORE)  (0.2)*** (0.4)** (0.5) --- 
WHITE   (0.9) 1.2 1.1 --- 
   Receives Special Education      
   Services - combined  
   diagnoses (SPED)  1.5 1.5* 1.4 --- 
AUTISM      
Emotional Disturbance (ED)   --- --- --- --- 
Other Health Impairment 
(OHI)  --- --- --- --- 
Specific Learning Disability 
(SLD)  2.8** 2.8** 2.5** --- 
Other Disability 
(OTHRDISB)  --- --- --- --- 
Participate in English 
Language Learner program 
(ELL)  --- --- --- --- 
Older than other students in 
grade (OVERAGE)  --- --- --- --- 
*p < 0.10; **p < 0.05; ***p < .01  
 Table 32 
Summary of SRQ 1 - SRQ6 Results: Student Characteristics of Students Attending Title I 
Schools in Both 5th and 6th Grades – New Counselor  
Students with this 
characteristic who have a  
Are predicted to have ---- times more or (fewer) incidents 
of this behavior referral or discipline consequence when 
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new elementary counselor 
 in 5th grade 
compared to peers who do not have an elementary 
counselor  








Male (GENDER)  1.3 (0.9) 1.0 (0.1)*** 
Participate in Free/Reduced 
Meal program (FRL)  1.3 (0.7) 1.0 (0.1)*** 
   Race/Ethnicity      
BLACK/AFRICAN-
AMERICAN   1.7 (0.5)** 0.7 --- 
Latinx (HISPANIC)  (0.8) (0.9) 1.1 --- 
Am. Indian/Alaska Native 
Asian/Hawaiian/Pac. Islander 
(OTHRNWHT)   --- --- --- --- 
Multiracial/Multiethnic (TWO 
OR MORE)  1.1 1.3 1.7 --- 
WHITE   1.2 (0.8) 1.2 --- 
   Receives Special Education      
   Services - combined  
   diagnoses (SPED)  1.7* (0.8) 1.2 --- 
AUTISM  --- --- --- --- 
Emotional Disturbance (ED)   --- --- --- --- 
Other Health Impairment 
(OHI)  --- --- --- --- 
Specific Learning Disability 
(SLD)  1.6 1.0 1.5 --- 
Other Disability 
(OTHRDISB)  --- --- --- --- 
Participate in English 
Language Learner program 
(ELL)  --- --- --- --- 
Older than other students in 
grade (OVERAGE)  --- --- --- --- 
*p < 0.10; **p < 0.05; ***p < .01  
The results of the negative binomial regression on these student characteristics 
show mixed impacts of an elementary school counselor on student behavior referrals and 
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discipline incidents. Students with an experienced counselor who had significantly fewer 
behavior referrals and discipline incidents were students who identify as male, Black, 
multiracial/multiethnic, and who participate in the free and reduced-price meal program. 
Students with a new counselor who identify as Black or participate in the free or reduced-
price meal program had fewer major behavior referrals.   
Another area of note is that students who had a counselor and who identify as 
Latinx/Hispanic or who receive special education services (especially those identified 
with a specific learning disability) are significantly more likely to experience behavior 
referrals and discipline consequences than their peers who did not have a counselor. In 
fact, having an experienced counselor was more strongly associated with behavior 
referrals than was having a new counselor or no counselor.  
The group of students with the highest percentages of behavior referrals and 
exclusionary discipline incidents were those who attended Title I schools in both 5th and 
6th grades (Table 11). When considered as a group, having an experienced counselor 
resulted in fewer minor behavior referrals and more incidents of detention. However, 
within that group, there were significant differences in behavior referrals and discipline 




Chapter Five - Discussion and Conclusions   
The impetus for this study came from the researcher listening to middle school 
counselors say that they noticed differences in the behaviors of students in 6th grade 
based on whether the student had an elementary counselor or not. That experience led to 
the purpose of this study, which was to examine the impact of an elementary school 
counselor in 5th grade on the number of behavior referrals and discipline incidents that a 
student received in 6th grade.  
The study first considered the overall impact of an elementary school counselor 
on all students in all schools (N=5,263). It is important to note that there are many 
students who had few or no behavior referrals or discipline consequences and many of 
these students attended non-Title I schools. Therefore, extended analysis considered the 
impact of an elementary school counselor on the group of students who attended Title I 
schools in both 5th and 6th grades (n=1,474).   
Within the study district, Title I elementary schools, which have high percentages 
of students who participate in the free or reduced-price meal program, are the most 
diverse in terms of race/ethnicity and they have high percentages of students who 
participate in the English Language Learner program. Students who attended Title I 
schools also experienced disproportionately high numbers of behavior referrals and 
discipline consequences.   
The impact of an elementary school counselor based on the individual student 
characteristics of gender, race/ethnicity, participation in special education, participation 
in the free or reduced-price meal program, participation in the English Language Learner 
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program, and being older than other students in one’s grade was also examined. 
Following a discussion of the major findings, implications, recommendations for further 
study, and the significance of the findings will be presented.  
Discussion of Major Findings  
Overall, the students in the study district had relatively few behavior referrals and 
discipline consequences; in fact, most students had no behavior referrals or discipline 
consequences (Table 5). There were students, however, who had many behavior referrals 
and discipline consequences (Table 11) and a few students with a large number of 
referrals could substantially impact the data and results.   
The results of this study show that behavior referrals and discipline incidents are 
strongly associated with students who are male, who identify as Black, Latinx/Hispanic, 
multiracial/multiethnic, who participate in the free or reduced-price meal program, or 
receive special education services (Table 30). This finding mirrors national trends found 
in the literature. However, contrary to national trends, students in this study who 
participate in the English Language Learner program and those who are older than other 
students in their grade were not more likely than their peers to have behavior issues.  
When all students in all schools were considered, students with a counselor were 
not significantly different than their peers without a counselor in terms of the number of 
incidents of minor behaviors, major behaviors, exclusionary consequences, and detention 
(Tables 6, 7, 8, and 9). Analysis of students who attended Title I schools in both 5th and 
6th grade found that these students were less likely to experience minor or major 
 144 
behavior referrals and exclusionary consequences and the results were significant in 
terms of minor behavior referrals. These students were also significantly more likely to 
receive detention as a consequence when they had attended an elementary school with an 
experienced school counselor (see Tables 12, 13, 14, and 15).   
Receiving detention as a consequence for behavior does not remove the student 
from the school or learning environment like an exclusionary consequence such as 
suspension does. This researcher found no evidence in the literature associating students 
who had high rates of detention with the lower rates of graduation found for students who 
experience suspension. For this reason, detention is a better alternative than an 
exclusionary consequence and students with an experienced counselor were more likely 
than others to have received detention.  
Further examination of the behavior referrals and discipline incidents among 
students in the Title I group showed mixed results based on individual student 
characteristics and varying levels of elementary school counselors (Table 31). Even 
though there were some significant differences found, many of the groups of students had 
a small number of students. (In fact, as Table 5 shows, the average number of behavior 
referrals and discipline consequences experienced by students in this study was fairly 
low). It is likely that a few students who experienced repeated behavior incidents and 
discipline consequences exerted undue influence on the analysis (note that groups smaller 
than 30 were not analyzed but numbers were still small).   
Implications and Recommendations  
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Nationally, as well as in the study district, students who live in poverty, male 
students, students of color, and students receiving special education services have 
disproportionately high rates of behavior referrals and discipline consequences. 
Understanding the patterns of behavior referrals and discipline consequences that exist in 
a school by gathering data and thoroughly examining what the behavior issues are, when 
they are occurring, and who they involve is a necessary first step to making a 
comprehensive plan involving school staff, students, and families to ensure that all 
students succeed.   
When specific demographic groups emerge that are associated with increased 
behavior incidents or discipline consequences, systematic plans should be made with 
targeted interventions, both in the middle school and at its major feeder elementary 
schools. Knowing that certain groups are more at risk for behavior referrals than their 
peers, signals a need to provide prevention activities for students and training for staff 
designed specifically toward these populations.  
Students with disruptive behavior frequently have or are developing mental health 
conditions. Collaboration among school mental health professionals (specifically school 
counselors, school social workers, and school psychologists), school nurses, and 
administrators could lead to early identification of students facing mental health 
challenges. Viewing behavior as a symptom of distress and providing therapy in school to 
students with behavior incidents could contribute to long-term improvements for the 
student.  
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School counselors are key professionals in creating and sustaining district-wide 
supports that focus on prevention as well as early identification and remediation of 
behavior difficulties, such as multi-tiered systems of support (MTSS). When behavior 
issues do occur, it is imperative to have a plan for how to remediate the behavior, repair 
harm, rebuild relationships that connect students to school, and minimize removal from 
the learning environment. If a student has been suspended or expelled, they are more 
likely to have additional discipline incidents and less likely to eventually graduate.   
Communicating behavior concerns between middle and elementary schools 
throughout the school year is necessary to provide elementary school counselors 
information needed to tailor interventions to classrooms, small groups, and individuals in 
order to build skills that can prevent or reduce behavior issues in middle schools. This 
will require viewing transition to middle school as less of an event and more as a process 
involving a partnership between elementary and middle schools, especially Title I 
schools, throughout the year.   
 The influence of poverty on behavior becomes most evident when comparing the 
data between students who attend Title I and those who attend non-Title I schools. This 
study indicates that students who are most at-risk for behavior incidents are students who 
attend Title I schools in both 5th and 6th grades. The chronic stress of living in poverty 
often leads to trauma. By creating trauma-sensitive schools, educators can improve the 
learning environment and provide safety and stability that can reduce behavior concerns.  
Title I schools are defined by their high percentage of students who qualify for 
free or reduced-price meals, which is often used as a proxy for family poverty or low 
 147 
socio-economic status. To help reduce educational disparities, the federal government has 
identified these schools as places where additional resources are needed to help ensure 
students are able to achieve success.   
Administrators in the Title I elementary schools receive additional funding 
through federal grants to help address the needs of students due to family poverty. In the 
study district, principals make building-level decisions about how to allocate the 
additional funding they receive. Some use the funding to add a teacher to reduce class 
size or an interventionist to support reading or math, others use the additional funding to 
contract for individual therapy provided by community agencies or increase support 
provided by school social workers or school psychologists, and some hire an elementary 
school counselor. Hiring an elementary school counselor can be a difficult decision for an 
administrator, especially because it has been hard to see the direct effect of a counselor 
on student outcomes. Indeed, the benefit of having a school counselor was most obvious 
when an experienced counselor was delivering the counseling program.   
From this study it appears to take up to four years for a new school counselor to 
have a positive impact on student behavior in 6th grade. To shorten the time it takes for 
benefits to appear, improved district support could be provided to all new counselors as 
well as administrators who have not worked with a school counselor previously. This 
support could include mentoring between experienced counselors and new counselors, as 
well as time for counselors and administrators to work together to examine school data to 
plan how the school counseling program will be delivered.   
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Currently, requirements in the state where the study district is located do not 
mandate certified elementary school counselors. Districts in the state that do have 
certified elementary counselors often have one counselor who serves an entire school of 
several hundred students. Ensuring that each student in the state has access to a school 
counseling program led by a certified school counselor would be a good first step to 
improving behavior outcomes in middle school.   
These district- and state-level measures would be maximized if school counseling 
professors at colleges and universities based their programs of study on the ASCA 
National Model which would include an emphasis on how to collect and use school data 
to identify needs and select and implement effective research-based or evidence-based 
interventions all with a focus on equity. Professional development in the district could 
then be channeled toward applying the Model to serve the unique characteristics of the 
students in the school or district.   
Further Study  
This study provides a foundation for additional research in many areas. At the 
outset, it was anticipated that this study could utilize multilevel modeling to consider not 
just the individual-level variables but also the school-level variables that impact student 
behavior referrals and discipline consequences. The dataset for this study did not contain 
enough behavior data for each individual school to be able to conduct this analysis, so 
while it is important that overall numbers of student behavior referrals and discipline 
consequences were low, it prevented a school-level analysis. A larger data set would 
likely make this analysis possible.  
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Behavior incidents were grouped into two broad categories - minor and major - 
for this study. There are several subcategories within each that could provide more 
information about the specific behaviors most affected by whether the student had a 
counselor. Again, a larger dataset with more behavior referrals would be needed.  
This study examined the impact of an elementary school counselor on the number 
of incidents of discipline consequences. An alternative analysis would be to consider the 
length of time that a student was out of the learning environment due to exclusionary 
consequences which may produce valuable results.  
In terms of student characteristics, this study included only students who had been 
at the same elementary school for all of 5th grade and in a district school for all of 6th 
grade. Students with high mobility were excluded from the study and their experiences 
would be important to a full understanding of this topic. Students whose education is 
disrupted by frequent moves are often students who experience family instability and 
poverty. These students are likely to have different and more intense needs than students 
who stay in the same school for extended periods of time and it is unknown what impact 
an elementary school counselor might have on their behavior.   
A similar factor that was not examined in this study but could have potential for 
future study is the mobility of counselors, administrators, or teachers. In this study, the 
counselors all stayed at the same school for both years but administrator and teacher 
mobility were not considered. Staff who move to a new building or to a new position 
within a building have a period of adjustment to the school or grade level, including the 
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behavior expectations or norms that may affect their perception of what constitutes a 
behavior referral or the need for discipline consequences.  
The determination of what constitutes a specific behavior and determining when 
that behavior has reached the threshold of a minor incident or a major incident is likely to 
be widely varied among teachers and administrators. The variability in discipline 
consequences assigned for specific behavior incidents is also highly subjective. Both the 
determination of what constitutes a minor or major behavior and what consequences are 
appropriate is likely to vary not only by individual characteristics but perhaps also by 
patterns or norms established in each school and would be an area worthy of further 
examination. Because minor behavior referrals are typically managed by the teacher and 
major behavior incidents are managed by the administrator, important distinctions may be 
found in the interactions between teachers and administrators in how behavior incidents 
are handled within the school and what consequence is assigned.  
Student behavior referral data was only collected for each student in 6th grade. 
Further examination of the impact of an elementary counselor would be richer if student 
behavior prior to 6th grade was included. Students who have had high numbers of 
behavior referrals in the past may continue to have behavior referrals when they move 
from elementary to middle school. Examining the pattern of behavior of individual 
students to identify ways to interrupt the pattern and intervene effectively when a student 
begins to receive behavior referrals is an important step for further research. This could 
possibly be seen through case studies or longitudinal studies that track interventions and 
outcomes for these students.  
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Further study into the reasons that an administrator decides to add an elementary 
school counselor would be important. It is possible that an elementary administrator 
without a school counselor may add a school counselor to help to reduce a high number 
of behavior issues occurring in their school. Adding a school counselor to a school shifts 
roles and processes of staff and students and it may take time before a change in behavior 
is observed. In the study district, few of the recently hired counselors were experienced 
school counselors and none of the administrators had worked in a school with an 
elementary school counselor prior to adding the counseling position.   
It is likely that as a new counselor gains experience, the school administrator and 
the school community also gain familiarity with how a counseling program operates and 
the resulting change in behavior begins to appear. Within a four-year period of time it 
could be that the building staff and the counselor together develop a counseling program 
uniquely tailored to address behavior at their school effectively. This would help to 
explain the difference found between schools with a new counselor and those with an 
experienced counselor; however, additional study would be needed to confirm this. In 
particular, it would be important to look at behavior data prior to the addition of the 
school counselor and then again after the counselor had experience at that school. 
Considering the specific interventions implemented by the counselor would also be 
important. 
One of the most compelling questions that remains is how the attributes of all 
school staff (especially teachers, counselors, and administrators in regular and special 
education) such as overall years of experience, years of experience at the current school, 
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years of experience with a school counselor (and for counselors, number of years of 
teaching experience prior to becoming a school counselor), level of adoption of practices 
to improve classroom management, understanding of implicit bias, awareness of how 
gender, socioeconomic background, presence of an identified disability, and race or 
ethnicity contribute to behavior incidents and discipline consequences. Because teachers 
are the primary source of an initial referral for behavior and administrators determine the 
seriousness of the incident and assign consequences, it is possible there are different 
patterns in how behavior is perceived. How does an administrator or teacher perceive the 
behavior and need for consequences of a student who has a different gender, 
racial/ethnic, and/or socioeconomic background than their own?   
At the building level, examination of staffing patterns, such as the ratios of 
students to teachers, counselors, and administrators, the presence and role of other 
support staff could yield important information about reducing behavior issues. Schools 
often have a variety of staff, such as school social workers, school psychologists, 
behavior interventionists, that support students and partner with caregivers. Many also 
have community therapists who provide mental health therapy at school. Fidelity of 
implementation of multi-tiered systems of support for behavior (MTSS-B) such as 
Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports (PBIS) and levels of family engagement 
could be other important factors to study.  
Students who attend Title I schools in both 5th and 6th grades had significantly 
higher incidents of behavior referrals and discipline consequences in 6th grade than their 
peers who attended non-Title I schools. It is important for school officials to continue to  
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examine ways in which schools can reduce the discipline disparities between students 
who live in poverty and those who do not.  
Finally, this study focused on behavior referrals and discipline consequences 
which involves directing attention toward negative outcomes or a deficit model. Framing 
the study differently and approaching the question from a strengths-based viewpoint 
could be very valuable. Such a study might likely be a qualitative or mixed-methods 
study concentrating on students in demographic groups most likely to have experienced 
behavior difficulties and asking why they did not have any behavior referrals or 
discipline consequences. This could lead to identification of specific factors that schools 
could intentionally address in order to shape the behavior of students as well as staff 
members to ensure that more students are protected from the negative effects of 
discipline consequences.    
Significance of the Study  
This study contributes to the body of research that supports the efficacy of 
elementary school counselors in facilitating positive behavior. The unique contribution of 
this study is that the impact of an elementary counselor in 5th grade is observable in the 
behavior of students in 6th grade, their first year of middle school, for students who 
attended Title I schools in both 5th and 6th grades.   
Children who attend Title I schools have disproportionate rates of behavior 
referrals and discipline consequences. Many students in these schools face complex 
difficulties and it is unlikely that a single staff member at their school when they were in 
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5th grade could make dramatic changes. However, students who attended Title I schools 
in both 5th and 6th grades and had an experienced elementary counselor in 5th grade who 
was implementing a program based on the ASCA National Model, experienced 
significantly fewer minor behavior incidents, fewer major behaviors, fewer exclusionary 
consequences, and were significantly more likely to have detention assigned as a 
consequence rather than exclusionary discipline.   
These findings are important for administrators at both middle and elementary 
schools, especially those who serve in Title I schools, and also for policy makers and 
state education officials who establish staffing requirements. This study affirms the 
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